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Abstract 
One third of the food worldwide goes to waste. This has an impact on natural resources such 
as water and energy resources. Research on underlying processes of food waste in specific 
contexts are important as it will give insights on how to resolve this issue. Singapore is a 
country with an high GDP for its region. Because of this developed status, it may be an 
predictor for other surrounding countries, such as Indonesia and Malaysia. In Singapore, 
approximately 158 kg per capita per year of food was wasted in 2014. In comparison to 
Malaysia, which wastes 177 kg food per capita per year, this is a lot: Malaysia is producing 
food itself, where food is lost. Singapore produces almost nothing itself yet almost equals the 
amount of food waste. 
The reasons behind food waste in Singapore come from the love for food and 
abundance from wealth, in combination with  the reflection of government policies on clean 
and green Singapore.  
Through fieldwork and literature research, it is found that the Singaporean government 
is aware of the food wastage problem in Singapore. Not only because of the global impact, 
but also for reasons of local impact. First, as Singapore is small, limited space is available to 
use as landfill. Second, the government has, since independence in 1965, sought to show an 
image of clean and green Singapore, and food sustainability is seen as green. Paradoxically, 
this image of a clean and green Singapore may also be the pitfall for food waste in Singapore: 
as Singapore is promoted by the government to be clean and green, this may have its effect on 
the quality of food consumers want: high quality and no blemishes. 
However, the Singaporean government has recently started to introduce measures 
against food waste, in educational campaigns, but also at hawker centres by educating 
hawkers and introducing food waste recycling machines. The government stimulates other 
businesses in Singapore to also reduce food waste. Supermarkets and in the service sector 
have introduced measures to reduce food waste as well.  
Not only measures in existing business, new business opportunities and charities are 
found as well through reducing food waste. Rooftop farming, advice business on being green, 
but also charities. Willing Hearts, Food from the Heart and Food Bank are leading charities 
that reuse food waste to provide needy with food.  
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Introduction 
It is estimated that about one-third of all  food goes to waste worldwide (FAO, 2013). This is 
good, edible food.  It may seem that that slice of bread someone tosses, because they simply 
do not like it anymore, is not very important. However, food waste does infect all kinds of 
processes around the globe. Energy, such as greenhouse gasses, water, human energy, 
economic losses of the value of what is thrown away (Munesue, Masui, & Fushima, 2015). 
Three terms are used by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
to refer different ‘types’ of the food chain where the food is lost. In the pre-consumption 
phase, which can be referred to as food supply chain, it will be referred to as food loss. In the 
consumption phase, it will be referred to as food waste. The total of food loss and food waste 
is referred to as food wastage. This immediately shows the line of demarcation between 
production and consumption.  
Food wastage is definitely not unnoticed: governments are becoming increasingly 
involved in reducing food waste as well. For example, at the ‘No More Food to Waste’ 
conference in the Hague between 16-19 June, organised by the Dutch government in 
cooperation with the government of Vietnam, the FAO, UNEP and the African Union 
Commission (AUC) (No More Food To Waste, 2015) aimed to bring international 
stakeholders from different backgrounds such as companies, researchers and governments 
together to share their knowledge and activities on the subject of food wastage (No More 
Food To Waste, 2015). Three concrete themes are addressed at the conference: “Actions on 
the ground (‘best practices’)”, “Actions at Strategic level” and “Information Gaps and Data 
Collection” (No More Food To Waste, 2015, p. 5).   
The theme on gaps and data collection is particularly significant in its recognition of the 
need for research on the topic of food wastage.  First of all, the interpretation of statistics is 
not easy, because what is taken into account? Only the edible parts of food waste, or also non-
edible parts such as peels and kernels? Which steps of the food cycle are included. This is a 
problem in comparison of food waste. Therefore, in 2013, a start was made towards 
developing a formal protocol to report food waste and food loss (FAO, 2013). In 2015, a first 
draft of this protocol is available, thus food loss and food waste can be measured more 
accurately and reported in a more universal way (World Resources Institute, 2015). However, 
not only these basal questions should be asked, deeper insights of food wastage and 
underlying behavioural problems should be identified.  For example, packaging of food 
significantly influences the amount of food waste (Williams, Wikström, Otterbring, Löfgren, 
& Gustafsson, 2012). The size of the packaging, but also best before dates influence the 
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behaviour of consumers towards food waste. In recent years various initiatives to reduce food 
waste have been undertaken in different parts of the world. For example, in January 2013, the 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Food and Agricultural Organisation of the 
United Nations (FAO) and several partners have launched  the Think.Eat.Save. campaign 
(Think.Eat.Save., 2013). According to the press release, everyone needs to be involved: 
‘families, supermarkets, hotel chains, schools, sports and social clubs, company CEOs, city 
mayors, national and world leaders.’ (Think.Eat.Save., 2013). Tips on how to cut down food 
waste are provided for individuals, but also for the service sector. In addition to this 
campaign, the world environment day of 2013, organised by UNEP, had the theme of Think. 
Eat. Save (UNEP, 2013). 
These worldwide campaigns became an inspiration for campaigns organized on the 
national level. For example, in the Netherlands two initiatives emerged: Kliekipedia and 
Damn Food Waste. The first one is a website created by ‘Stichting Ideële Reclame’, the 
Foundation for Idealistic Advertisements (SIRE, 2015). The website is a parody of Wikipedia, 
on the subject of leftover food. People can share their left-over recipes with others, thus 
encouraging less food waste through reuse of  leftovers. 
The second initiative, Damn Food Waste, is an organisation composed of different Dutch 
and international organisations who all have interests in food waste (Damn Food Waste, 
2015).  Damn Food Waste organizes events in big cities, such as Rotterdam, Utrecht and 
Amsterdam, where a free lunch composed of leftover food is served. 
Restaurants all over the world also join the fight against food waste. For example, the 
American documentary Just Eat It, was screened at several film festivals, making a lasting 
impact (Just Eat It, 2015). The documentary follows the life of an American couple who only 
eats food that would have otherwise been thrown away (Rustemeyer & Baldwin, 2014).  
In the Netherlands, Proosten in Hoorn and its ‘Duurzame Dinsdag’ (Sustainable Tuesday) 
initiative is one of the first examples (Proosten, 2015). Every Tuesday, the restaurants cooks 
dinner from leftover food, collected in collaboration with local supermarkets. . In Amsterdam, 
a temporary restaurant serving ‘leftover dinners’ called InStock, was opened in 2014 
(InStock, 2015).  When this temporary restaurant closed, a permanent place was found which 
is open in the weekends. In addition, the people behind InStock opened a take-away 
establishment which makes exclusive use of leftover vegetables and fruits from supermarkets 
in Amsterdam. In addition to restaurants there are initiatives for homecooks, such as 
KromKommer. This social enterprise makes soup from oddly shaped vegetables, that would 
otherwise be thrown away by the farmers because the supermarket would reject it 
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(Kromkommer, 2015). These examples are only a selection of all kinds of initiatives to reduce 
food waste all around the globe. 
The developments in Singapore follows the global trends - the food waste situation is 
equally alarming and initiatives to fight it have been developing in recent years. According to 
the statistics of the National Environmental Agency, approximately 788.600 tonnes of food 
were wasted in Singapore in 2014 (National Environment Agency, 2015). With a population 
of five million people, this translates to 157,7 kg per person, which is lower than the earlier 
mentioned global average of 185,7 kg per person, but rather high if we consider that this loss 
occurs primarily in the last two stages of the food system, because Singapore mainly imports 
its food.  Only 8% of all the vegetables, 8% of all fish and 26% of the eggs are produced in 
Singapore (Agri-Food & Veterinary Authority of Singapore, 2015). For comparison: in its 
neighbouring country Malaysia, 177 kg per capita per year is wasted (Papargyropoulou, For 
The Love of Food, 2010). Although it seems as if Malaysia wastes more, it must be taken into 
account that Malaysia produces food as well and therefore has more stages at which it might 
go to waste: after all, Singapore imports almost all their food, and therefore, almost all the 
food waste is wasted at a consumer stage.  
In comparison to The Netherlands, which is quite close to Singapore in terms of GDP per 
capita of USD 50.893 between 2010-2014, Singapore is a considerable waster. In The 
Netherlands 0.8 billion kg food was wasted in 2013, with more than three times the 
population of Singapore, 17 million people (Milieu Centraal & Voedingscentrum, 2013). This 
makes an average of only 47 kg of food waste per capita a year according to the report of 
Milieu Centraal and Voedingscentrum (2013). However, in this report, the numbers are 
calculated in terms of households, and other sources of food waste are not taken into account. 
If other steps of the food cycle are taken into account, the amount of food waste in 2011 in 
The Netherlands was between 89 – 210 kg per capita (Soethoudt & Timmermans, Monitor 
voedselverspilling: mid-term rapportage, 2013).  
The amount of food waste per capita per year in Singapore, 157,7 kg, is almost 3,5 times 
as much as in The Netherlands. A primary concern is, as mentioned above, that local 
postharvest waste is just a small amount of this 157,7 kg. Therefore, it must be more or less 
consumer waste, meaning supermarkets and households, as the other phases are simply not 
apparent in Singapore. This may be contrasted to that of the Netherlands, where only 47 kg is 
wasted per capita in the household setting. Compared with Singapore, supermarket waste is 
likely to also be taken into account, thus some kilogrammes will be added to these 47 kg per 
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capita in The Netherlands, but it is not likely to exceed the 157,7 kg recorded by 
Singaporeans.  
Singapore has a high GDP and according to the FAO this is connected to more food waste 
in the consumption phase of the food cycle. Eating out is something very common in 
Singapore, as hawker centres and food courts provide cheap and good food. Second, the 
location of Singapore, between developing countries which might give Singapore a predicting 
value as the geographical location is almost the same. In addition to the regional interest, the 
local context is just as relevant.  
Singapore is a city-state, that became independent of Malaysia in 1965. After this 
independence, the government led by Lee Kuan Yew as prime minister, tries to establish a 
country that will be economical independent.  
To achieve this, the government has a vision of clean and green Singapore (Lee Kuan 
Yew, 2015). Singapore’s streets are clean, lawns are manicured. The government has invested 
in campaigns to keep Singapore clean and green. However, dr. David Evans who is 
specialised in sociology of sustainable consumption at The University of Manchester claims, 
especially cases of ethical consumerism such as food waste, the individual consumer will be 
less influenced by the government and more through other channels such as organisations 
(Evans, 2014). Therefore, it must be researched what the relationship between government, 
non-governmental organisations and individual citizens is. Because Singapore has such an 
active government on the subject of clean and green Singapore, it is relevant to research the 
subject of food waste in Singapore, as the government has such a prominent view on this 
image of Singapore. However, other organisations might influence the individual food waster 
as well. Evans states that a consumption is a social event, thus the consumption of food and 
the waste of food is as well.  
The consumption of food is one of the prominent characteristics of Singapore. 
Traditional hawker centres at every street corner, and Singapore presents itself as a food 
tourist destination (Tarulevicz, 2013)However, not only for purposes of tourism the food of 
Singapore is important, for locals it is as well. Because Singapore is a young country, the food 
provides a certain nostalgia in this ever-changing city. Nostalgia towards a home in old times, 
but also towards the mixing of ethnicities in Singapore (Tarulevicz, 2013). A feel of nostalgia 
through food connects the modern Singapore with the pre-independence Singapore, thus 
connecting youth to their ancestors (Duruz & Khoo, 2015). Second, food has a central status 
in Singapore a as food was used in 1965 to unite the different ethnic groups of Singapore. 
This happened in kopitiams, where men came together to talk and play games, but also in 
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hawker centres where different stalls of food come together (Duruz & Khoo, 2015). Food 
traditions blended and so did the citizens of Singapore.  
 
How do these three things – food wastage, the image of clean and green Singapore and food 
culture- come together? In other words, the question this thesis seeks to answer is: 
 
What are the reasons behind food waste in Singapore and why and how is this problem 
currently being addressed?  
 
The methodology used in this thesis is a mixture of anthropological fieldwork and analysis of 
written sources. The fieldwork was conducted in Singapore, between September and 
November 2014. Access to sources was found through snowballing and through certain 
gatekeepers. It started with attending meetings about sustainability, and through these 
meetings, gaining access to a certain group where for example comcrop and FoodBank were 
part of. Volunteering for FoodBank has given opportunities to talk openly about food waste 
with Singaporeans. Other empirical research was conducted through observation in the daily 
Singaporean life.  
To complement the empirical data, statistics by the World Bank and FAO are taken 
into consideration. Second, online, offline, academic and non-academic sources on food 
wastage and food culture of Singapore are used to complete the image of Singapore on these 
subjects. 
The information found is structured around five chapters. The first chapter gives 
insights in food waste statistics and the context of the region of Singapore. The second 
chapter provides a context of Singapore’s food culture. The third chapter analyses the 
government influence of food waste. In the fourth chapter, the involvement of businesses in 
reducing food waste is examined. Lastly, the role of charities and especially Food Bank 
Singapore is included. 
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1. Singaporean food waste in the global and regional context 
Before addressing food wastage in Singapore, it is important to understand the global and 
local context of food waste. Therefore, this chapter will zoom from global to local statistics of 
food waste. 
1.1 Global food waste 
Around 1.3 billion tons of food produced for human consumption is wasted every year (FAO, 
2013). That is about one third of the total amount of food for human consumption. With a 
total world population of seven billion, that means on average 185,7 kg of food is wasted per 
person a year.  
The food system consists of eleven stages: harvesting, threshing, drying, storage, 
primary processing (cleaning, classification, de-hulling, pounding, grinding, packaging, 
soaking, winnowing, drying, sieving and milling), secondary processing (mixing, cooking, 
frying, moulding, cutting and extrusion), product evaluation, packaging, marketing, post-
consumer and the end of life (disposal of food waste/loss at different stages of supply chain) 
(Parfitt, Barthel, & Macnaughton, 2010). These eleven stages can give a more detailed image 
of where food waste and loss takes place, however  in reality roughly five stages are 
distinguished: production, postharvest, processing, distribution and consumption (Lipinski, et 
al., 2013). At all of these stages, food wastage is possible. Each of these stages has its own 
way of producing food loss or waste. For example, animal pests and bad weather can be 
responsible for food loss at the production phase, poor storage facilities during postharvest 
and distribution phases. Lack of access to or usage of  technology can be a good reason why 
Figure 1. Relative food wastage, by region and by phase of the food supply chain (Research Program on Climate 
Change, Agriculture and Food Security, 2015) 
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these losses happen, for example  not being able to harvest all crops on the field (Martins, 
Goldsmith, & Moura, 2014). Leftover food  that is discarded  is mostly associated with the 
consumption phase. However, it also appears in the distribution phase,  but also the feeding of 
food scraps to animals are examples of forms in which food loss and waste can take place. 
Although it serves a purpose, feeding the animals, it ultimately is food that is qualitatively 
suitable for human consumption (Parfitt, Barthel, & Macnaughton, 2010).   
 Not all places waste in the same way, meaning that different factors influence in which 
phases food is wasted the most. In general, the most food is lost in the agricultural production 
phase (see figure 1). However, as figure 1 illustrates, in high income areas, food wastage is 
more likely to happen in the end stages, and particularly in the consumption stage (FAO, 
2013). Nevertheless, because there is more emphasis on aesthetics, it may be that the 
consumption phase is also responsible for the food wastage in the beginning of the chain. This 
means that crops intended for human food  are not even harvested, because they may not look 
appealing. For example vegetables that are not perfectly shaped: crooked cucumbers,  
intertwined carrots or an oddly grown bell pepper. Although these may taste the same and are 
of a comparable quality to ‘perfectly shaped’ vegetables, the aesthetic quality is not the same 
and therefore the vegetables will most likely be discarded in the production phase: 
anticipating the eventual reluctance of consumers to buy these vegetables. Thus, the 
consumption phase has influence on the other stages: when fruits are bruised in transport, they 
will be discarded although they remain consumable. 
On the contrary, low income areas produce more food wastage in the first four stages 
of the food cycle (FAO, 2013). This can, among other things, be ascribed to poor technology, 
packaging and infrastructure (Martins, Goldsmith, & Moura, 2014). As mentioned, because 
there is no access or no inclination to use technology, there is no proper storage, people will 
not harvest all the crops, through transport there will be more losses. For example, the use of 
sparse bags where grain will leak from instead of fine-grained bags which will hold 
everything. Because of poor infrastructure, it might be that the food cannot reach its 
consumers; if a marketplace further away where people want the food, is not accessible by the 
farmer, but the market close-by receives too much of this food, the excess food will go to 
waste. 
 
Food is needed to stay alive, and in parts of the world, there is no food. While shortage 
of food nowadays forms a problem only at specific locations, it is projected that within a few 
decades access to food is going to become a global problem (FAO projections as source). 
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Next to the issue of food security, important incentives for fighting food wastage are 
considered to be the economic loss, growing greenhouse gasses, water footprint and social 
losses such as personal economic losses: 20% of the greenhouse gas emissions is said to be 
caused by the food industry (Munesue, Masui, & Fushima, 2015) (Hertwich & Peters, 2009). 
Agriculture is one of the major contributors to the emission of greenhouse gasses through the 
usage of land, the use of fertilizers and energy use (FAO, 2013). Although the most food loss 
takes place in the agricultural production phase, the last phase, consumption, is accountable 
for the biggest carbon footprint. This can be explained because of the energy used for 
cooking, plus all the impacts of the middle three phases added to the impact of the agricultural 
phase.  In industrialised countries. next to individual households and restaurants; 
supermarkets are places where high concentrations of food wastage take place, they are an 
important link between production and consumption in this respect (Hertwich & Peters, 
2009).  
Another issue of food waste that needs to be addressed is the water that is wasted with 
the food. ‘Virtual water’, water that is needed to produce the product, is distributed in large 
quantities all over the world in the form of food (Chapagain & Hoekstra, 2007). For example, 
one kilogramme of roasted coffee in The Netherlands represents 20.4 m
3
 of virtual water. One 
cup of coffee is worth 140 litres of water. For one kilogramme of tea, 11.4 m
3
 virtual water is 
needed. 34 litres of water are necessary to produce one cup of tea. Animal products have the 
most impact on the water footprint: not only the drinking water the livestock consumes, but 
also the water used to produce the food for this livestock (Mekonnen & Hoekstra, 2012). 
Dairy cattle has the highest average annual water footprint of an animal with 2,056 m
3
 per 
year per animal. Beef cattle has an average annual water footprint of one animal of 630 m
3 
per 
year per animal. However, dairy cattle live on average ten years, where beef cattle live on 
average three years. In comparison: beef has a global average water footprint of ~15.400 m
3 
per ton, where vegetables have a global average water footprint of ~300 m
3
 per ton. 
 Aside from the environmental losses as a consequence of food waste, the economic 
losses are also considerable. The economic value of global food wastage is estimated at USD 
750 billion (FAO, 2013). In every step of the chain, food wastage means economic loss. The 
farmer who does not get the most out of crops, the carrots that fall off the truck, the 
supermarket that cannot sell its fruits, the consumer that throws away left-overs. These losses 
have direct negative economic effects on the incomes of all people involved in the food 
process (Gustavsson, Cederberg, Sonesson, van Otterdijk, & Meybeck, 2011). If the food 
chain would be more effective, access to food would increase in several parts of the world. 
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Without delving into the other topic of the negative effects of food insecurity, but this has 
social implications as well. For example, the rise of HIV/AIDS, because food insecurity may 
lead to more sexual risk-taking among women whom, because of a restricted access to food, 
may engage in transactional sexual activities (Rollins, 2007). While it is beyond the scope of 
this thesis to go into further details of the effects of food insecurity, it needs to be recognised 
that a decrease of food wastage could have social implications beyond direct positive 
economic  effects. Nevertheless, investments made to reduce economic losses of food waste, 
should of course not outweigh the economic losses itself (Gustavsson et al, 2011).  
 In addition to the five phases of the food chain, the economic loss of processing food 
waste should also not be forgotten (Papargyropoulou, Lozano, Steinberger, Wright, & bin 
Ujang, 2014). In other words, the costs that are made to process the food waste are economic 
loss as well. The costs of transport to a recycling site, the costs made to recycle the food 
waste, but also the space used at the landfill that cannot be used for other waste. Food waste 
in itself costs money.  
1.2 Regional perspective 
After highlighting the general world status of food waste, and its effects on several global 
issues, it is time to consider the area in which Singapore lies: Southeast Asia. To present the 
context in which Singapore is embedded in is important, to be able to compare and understand 
what the status of the surrounding countries on food waste is, to be able to interpret the 
Singaporean situation better.  
Figure 2. Per capita food losses and food waste, at consumption and pre-consumption stages, in different regions. 
(Gustavsson et al, 2011, p. 5) 
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As mentioned, the FAO sees a significant connection between high income and the 
amount of food waste in different stages of the food chain: the higher income countries waste 
more in the consumer stage, where the low income countries waste more in the postharvest 
stage. In this figure, South and Southeast Asia are seen as low income, and Industrialised Asia 
(China, Japan, Republic of Korea) is seen as high income. However, in reality these regions 
are mixed incomes. Therefore, these statistics have to be seen in the context they are meant to 
be: as areas, however, every country within these areas may differ from these statistics. 
The consumer phase of the food chain in  South and Southeast Asia is accountable for 
over 20% of the food waste (FAO, 2013).  Despite the fact that South and Southeast Asia are 
accountable for over 20% of the food waste, figure 2 illustrates that South and Southeast Asia 
have the lowest food wastage volume per capita (FAO, 2013). However, the wastage of 
cereals, of which rice is the most important, is a concern in this region. Because of the high 
carbon-intensity of rice production when wasted, the impact on natural resources when it is 
wasted is considerable. As figure 2 shows, South and Southeast Asia produce more food loss 
in the production to retailing phase, rather than in the consumption phase. For example, 
Malaysia, Singapore’s neighbour, produces approximately 5.5 million tonnes of food waste 
per year ( Papargyropoulou, Padfield, Rupani, & Zakaria, 2014). This means, with a 
population of almost 31 million people, an average of 177 kg of food per capita per year is 
wasted in Malaysia, which makes up between 45-50% of all municipal waste 
(Papargyropoulou, 2010). In addition, possibly because of an important food culture in 
Malaysia, most of the goes to waste in the food service sector, and not in the production phase 
( Papargyropoulou, Padfield, Rupani, & Zakaria, 2014). Although Malaysia is a developing 
country, its GDP per capita of USD 10.500 in 2013 and a share of households living below 
the national poverty line of only 1,0 % (The World Bank, 2015). According to 
Papargyropoulou (2010) the main reason behind the high level of food waste encountered in 
Malaysia is a high turnover in the food service sector, reliance on foreign workers in this 
sector and a lack of public awareness. Surplus food is perceived as wealth, and thus food 
waste is a consequence. This explanation is comparable to the situation in Singapore, which I 
will discuss later in this chapter. 
 The second neighbouring country of Singapore is Indonesia. Like Malaysia, Indonesia 
is a developing country, but its GDP is much lower (USD 3.563 per capita in 2012) and 
almost 12% of the Indonesians (28 million people) live below the poverty line (The World 
Bank, 2014). There are no reliable statistics available on specifically food waste in Indonesia. 
However, in 2006, the amount of waste in Indonesia was 1,12 kg per capita per day, which 
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means that almost 409 kg waste is produced per capita per year. Of this 409 kg, 62% is 
organic waste. This means 253 kg organic waste per capita per year in Indonesia is produced. 
It is unclear what amount of this organic waste is food waste. Aretha Aprilla, director of the 
Indonesia Center on Sustainable Consumption and Production at Surya University in 
Indonesia, claims in the Jakarta Post (Aprillia, 2013) that Indonesia produces nearly 300 kg of 
food per capita per year, consumes an estimated average of 110 kg food per capita per year 
and wastes 315 kg of food per capita per year. This differs strongly from the numbers 
calculated for 2006, which was 253 kg organic waste, and not necessarily food wastage. 
Figure 3. Cereal and vegetable production, import and export in Indonesia and Malaysia in 2009, 2010 and 2011.  
Retrieved from FAOSTAT (FAO, 2015). 
Table 1. Kilograms per capita production,  import and export and of food in 2011 in Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Singapore. 
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(Meidiana & Gamse, 2010). The numbers claimed by Aprillia (2013) would suggest that more 
food is wasted than actually consumed in Indonesia, due to food imports. The FAO does give 
out some statistics on food wastage in Indonesia, but only for selected categories of food 
products and only on selected phases of the food chain (See figure 3). Thus, it is hard to 
delineate a reliable image of food waste in Indonesia. However, it is relevant to compare food 
import, export and production between Indonesia and Malaysia, to understand  food 
distribution in both Malaysia and Indonesia. 
In table 1
1
 is shown that Indonesia produces more than four times as much cereal than 
Malaysia, but exports almost nothing. On the contrary, Malaysia imports almost four times as 
much cereal than Indonesia. In the end, about the same amount of these food categories are 
kept in the countries.  Indonesia keeps more cereals per capita per year, but less vegetables 
per capita per year when compared with Malaysia. There may be several reasons for it, for 
example the simple reason of having different diets. Nevertheless, Indonesia has a large 
production. As, according to the FAO (2013), a low GDP has influence on the amount of food 
loss in the production phase it could well be that in the end 315kg of food waste per capita per 
year in Indonesia will be reached. However, this could be more in sites of production rather 
than at the household level. Due to Malaysia’s higher GDP and lower number of people living 
below the poverty line, it can be said that this country is higher developed than Indonesia. 
                                                          
1 In 2011, cereal production was 61.470.000 tonnes,  and 10.518.000 tonnes of vegetables were 
produced in Indonesia (FAO, 2015). In Malaysia, this was respectively 1.778.000 tonnes and 1.314.000 tonnes. 
However, Indonesia’s considerable population of  255 million must be noted, alongside Malaysia’s 31 million. 
Thus, in Indonesia, 241 kg per capita per year of cereals is produced, and 40 kg of vegetables. For Malaysia, this 
comes down to respectively 60 kg and 40 kg per capita per year. Indonesia imports about 12.836.000 tonnes of 
cereals and 850.000 tonnes of vegetables per year in 2011, which indicates an additional 50 kg per capita per 
year of cereals is imported, and only 0,003 kg of vegetables per capita per year is imported. Malaysia imported 
in 2011 6.071.000 tonnes of cereals, and 1.029.000 tonnes of vegetables. Per capita per year this is 196 kg of 
cereals and 33kg of vegetables. Export quantity in 2011 for Indonesia was 284.000 tonnes of cereals and 87.000 
tonnes of vegetables: 1.11 kg of cereals and 0.34 kg of vegetables per capita per year are exported. This means 
that around 290 kg of cereals per capita per year in 2011 was kept in Indonesia itself, and 39,5 kg of vegetables. 
As for Malaysia, 380.000 tonnes of cereals and 311.000 tonnes of vegetables were imported in 2011. This means 
12,3 kg of cereals per capita in 2011 and 10 kg of vegetables per capita in 2011. In the end, this means 243,7 kg 
per capita per year of cereals and 63 kg of vegetables per capita per year in 2011 were kept in Malaysia itself. 
According to the FAO, Singapore produced 3,2 kg of fresh vegetables per capita in its own country. (FAO, 
2015). In addition: a total of 85,7 kg vegetables per capita were consumed in 2007 (Tey, Suryani, Emmy, & 
Illisriyani, 2009). Therefore, at least 82,7 kg of the fresh vegetables per capita consumed, must be imported. Top 
countries for import of the food are Malaysia, China, Australia and the United States (Agri-Food & Veterinary 
Authority of Singapore, 2015). In comparison with Indonesia, where the production of vegetables is 40 kg per 
capita per year, and consumption of vegetables 39,5 kg per capita per year, Singapore has a low production and a 
consumption that is more than doubled. Malaysia comes closer in terms of consumption: 40 kg per capita per 
year is produced, and 63 kg per capita per year is consumed. 
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Based on the statistics earlier in this chapter, it would be logical that Indonesia wastes more in 
the production phase, while Malaysia wastes more in the consumption phase. Already, 177 kg 
of the food waste takes place in the consumption phase, as it makes up 45-50% of the 
municipal waste.  
These statistics show that the current situation of countries surrounding Singapore are 
very different. Indonesia, which has a low GDP and has almost no statistics available, but has 
a large production, and Malaysia, which has a higher GDP and where food waste makes up 
about 45-50% of all municipal waste and thus wastes in the consumption phase. In 
comparison with Singapore, Indonesia differs from Singapore in terms of food waste, 
however, it looks as if Malaysia and Singapore have the same problems in the consumer 
phase of food waste. 
Two factors distinguish Singapore from its neighbours in the region. First of all, it has 
a much higher GDP than Malaysia and Indonesia; in fact it ranks amongst the richest 
countries in Asia, with an average GDP per capita of USD 55.183 between 2010-2014 (The 
World Bank, n.d.). According to the Ministry of Social and Family Development, Singapore 
has no poverty line. It is a conscious strategy of the Singaporean government likes  to offer 
targeted help to those in need. instead of relying on poverty measurements (Ministry of Social 
and Family Development, 2011).  
The GDP of Singapore is over five times that of Malaysia and almost 16 times larger than the 
Indonesian GDP. Moreover, Singapore imports nearly all the food it consumes. These two 
factors indicate that food wastage i generated almost exclusively in the distribution and 
consumption phase..  
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2. Food Culture in Singapore 
Singapore wastes a lot of food and since no food is produced here, the wastage happens 
exclusively in the distribution and consumption phases. Thus, in order to uncover the reasons 
behind the Singaporean food waste problem it is essential to first understand its culinary 
context. In this chapter I will explore the culinary culture of Singapore that should provide 
some clues as to the forms of behaviour that might lead to food wastage.  Before answering 
that question, As will become clear in the following chapters,  it is useful to take a look at the 
meaning of food. Therefore, this chapter is dedicated to the Food Culture of Singapore. 
2.1 The Singaporean meaning of food 
To understand the status of Singapore as a source of food waste, it is important to understand 
the context of the food culture of Singapore to reveal the forms of behaviour that might lead 
to food wastage. In Singapore, food is found everywhere. Fancy roof top bars, McDonalds 
and of course the infamous hawker centres. Infamous, because they are hot and sweaty, but 
the food is most of the time delicious. Eating out is a very important aspect of Singapore 
identity. When I visited Singapore for the first time, I was immediately taken on a food tour 
by Singaporeans. This was not the last time either that I was taken on a food tour, because 
showing the knowledge of good food is one of the things Singaporeans do to express their 
hospitality. Visiting hard to find places is not a problem, nor traveling 45 minutes to get to a 
good place to eat. Different dishes from different hawker stalls will come to the table, and one 
has to have a taste of everything. In addition, no refusal of food is possible. The phrase: “But I 
will get fat!” is parried with a simple “no worries, you will sweat it out”. Food is a safe 
subject to talk about, as the weather is not an interesting subject because there are no seasons 
in Singapore. Someone even advised me “if you really want to know everything about 
someone, you just have to take them out to eat”. Food is important in Singapore.  
Food is much more than its nutritional functions to keep humans alive. The way 
people choose their food, what they eat, the way the food is cooked, where food is consumed 
and how these choices are made all have symbolic meanings (Chan, 2003). Renowned 
German sociologist George Simmel ([1910] 1997) remarked that eating together is 
paradoxical as on one hand it is very individualistic, but on the other hand it bonds. 
 
What I think, I can communicate to others; what I see, I can let them see, what I say can be 
heard by hundreds of others but what a single individual eats can under no circumstances be 
eaten by another. In none of the higher spheres is it the case that others have to forego 
absolutely that which one person should have. Yet because this primitive physiological fact is 
an absolutely general human one, it does indeed become the substance of common actions. The 
sociological structure of the meal emerges, which links precisely the exclusive selfishness of 
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eating with a frequency of being together, with a habit of being gathered together such as is 
seldom attainable on occasions of a higher and intellectual order. Persons who in no way share 
any special interest can gather together at the common meal in this possibility, associated with 
the primitiveness and hence universal nature of material interest, there lies the immeasurable 
sociological significance of the meal. (Simmel, [1910] 1997, p. 130) 
  
What Simmel means to say here is that although eating might be individual because what one 
eats cannot be shared, one cannot have the cake and eat it, but at the same time, eating 
together means this individual activity is shared. A meal is individual yet common, thus the 
meal links this ‘exclusive selfishness’ to having a meal together because everyone needs to 
eat, where the last one is  a shared feature and thus bonds people who do not share further 
interests. 
However, although ‘eating’ is something that can bond people, there is not only one 
food to choose from so that people will immediately bond. The choice of eating a certain kind 
of food is not random, but is shaped by customs, habits and patterns (Murcott, 1982). In 
Singapore, this would mean the Muslims and non-Muslims could not bond because of their 
dietary differences; Chinese tend to eat a lot of pig and Muslims cannot eat pork. Because of 
hawker centres, where everyone can pick the dish they like, yet sit at the same table, this is 
different. A Chinese person can eat his char siew roasted pork, and his Muslim friend can 
have a perfect halal dish. Because food is something that is part of everyday life, as Simmel 
already mentioned, it is something that could carry a symbolic meaning. However,  the 
symbolic meaning is always dependent on its social context, for example: a pineapple is often 
seen at Chinese stalls, because it will give fortune, however, for a westerner a pineapple may 
be a symbol for a tropical country. Thus, not only the actual food is important, but also the 
habits that are associated with it, for example table manners. If someone uses his hands to eat 
at a formal dinner, others may think he is different from them.   
 A few decades ago meat used to be expensive in Singapore, but during different 
festivities for different racial groups, it was quite important. For example, at Hari Raya, a 
Muslim holiday, Malays would eat mutton and beef. At the Chinese Lunar New Year, pork 
and chicken were served. Each festival and group had their own community-accorded 
importance of meat, differentiating the ordinary meal from a festive meal. However, this 
distinction has practically disappeared today nowadays almost every meal contains meat. As 
Chan (2003) explains, the meaning of various food items has changed over the years; beans 
used to be a main component in the meal, but are now seen as supplementary to other dishes. 
Fish was always widely available and cheap in Singapore, but now more luxurious varieties of 
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seafood are preferred.  As the standard of living rose, the ones-common distinction between 
rich man’s food and the food of the poor became increasingly blurred.  
 
The importance of food as a marker of identity is deeply rooted in Singaporean history. 
Singapore started as a port of trade, and still is. In archaeology, there is some discussion on 
how the trading system worked, but it is clear that there was some sort of trading going on 
(Miksic, 2004). Singapore has a rich colonial history of Portuguese, Dutch and British rule. 
After the British colonised Singapore in 1819 it was still important, centrally located at the 
Strait of Malacca and close to the trading post Malacca in Malaysia. In 1965, Singapore 
became independent of Malaysia. Singapore has always been a city for settlers (Chua, 2003). 
Every citizen is in the end a descendent of a migrant: 75% is Chinese, 17% is Malay, 7% is 
Indian and then there are ‘others’. The Singaporean government frequently terms Singapore 
as ‘multiracial’.  With 75% of the inhabitants who are Chinese, the food is strongly influenced 
by Chinese food cultures, as with the surrounding countries, where most food businesses were 
owned by Chinese (Van Esterik, 2008). Nevertheless, these Chinese traditions were already 
mixed. For example, the Peranakans are Chinese who came to Malacca and intermarried with 
Malay women.  
  These influences of different nationalities are seen in the history of hawker centres, 
which are nowadays the most distinctive feature of Singapore gastronomic culture. In a city of 
workaholics, hawkers provide take away meals for busy people: the time usually spent on 
cooking can now be spent on eating. In addition, to buy food at a supermarket and cook it 
themselves is more expensive than to eat at a hawker centre. 
Hawker centres (not air conditioned), or food courts (air conditioned) that look alike, 
are basically small food stalls that used to be street food stalls but are now an integrated 
whole. Hawker stalls at the side, in the middle plastic tables and chairs. Cleaners, often 
elderly, cleaning the tables. As a prominent social geographer Lily Kong (2007) puts it: 
 
Hawker centres are convenient places where neighbours meet; and casual places where all 
social types gather – CEO and office cleaner, grandpa and junior, Chinese, Malay, Indian and 
others. Hawker centres are a microcosm of Singapore society, and have mirrored the changing 
life and landscape in Singapore over time. (Kong, 2007, p. 19) 
 
The text from which this excerpt originates was published as a commission by the National 
Environmental Board of Singapore, so may exaggerate the situation in order to create a 
positive image. However, the change of hawker centres do represent the change in 
Singaporean everyday life; Singapore went from dirty swamp to shiny, clean modern city.  
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Street vendors are not unique to Singapore: in many Southeast Asian countries street 
food is common and make up a large part of local food culture (Van Esterik, 2008). In 
Singapore, mobile hawkers would go around and sell their dishes (Chan, 2003). However, 
stalls that would stay at the same place were also common. Gatherings of 10 to 20 stalls at one 
place selling different foods were not unusual. Certain streets would sell certain foods: at 
Hokkien Street, Hokkien mee was sold and Beach Road was acclaimed for satay.  
In the colonial period, the Westerners considered these street vendors unhygienic. 
Therefore, colonial governments tried to group the street vendors in government food centres. 
Not only in Singapore, but in the other colonised places in Southeast Asia as well. In 1950, 
the Hawker Inquiry Commissions was set up in Singapore (Kong, 2007). Through this 
commission, hawkers got a voice. Not only did poor hygiene turn out to be a problem, but in 
addition to this, the stalls blocked important roads and as a result some streets were not open 
to traffic anymore because of these hawkers. Therefore, hawkers were intermingled in a lot of 
aspects of life; entrepreneurship, food, hygiene and even infrastructure.  
In Singapore, the move of street hawkers to indoor hawker centres eventually 
happened in the 1950s and 1960s. The stalls would make the original location their name, to 
make it easy for customers to find them back in their new location (Lee C. L., 2013).  
 The food served at hawkers centres not only attract locals, but travellers as well. Not 
only because travellers do not have a lot of other options rather than to eat out, but the quality 
of food can be a key criterion in selecting the destination (Henderson, Yun, Poon, & Biwei, 
2012). In Singapore, hawkers are more appreciated than in other countries because of the 
governmental control in safety and hygiene. Thus tourists are not as reluctant to try the street 
food as they would be in the surrounding countries. In addition, hawkers still have a form of 
authenticity to them that attracts tourists . This authenticity could give tourists an inside view 
of Singaporean culture. Thus the hawkers do not only provide food to its citizens, it may also 
present an image of Singapore for outsiders.  
Although the cooking is influenced by several traditions, when visiting a hawker 
centre, there is emphasis on the country where the food is from. Indonesian, Malay, Indian, it 
is distinct. However, stalls with ‘Singaporean’ dishes are not uncommon. According to the 
Singaporean Tourism Board, these dishes are from various countries but Singapore has given 
it their own twists, making them “Singapore Signature Dishes” (YourSingapore, 2015). 
Examples are nasi lemak, chilli crab, fried carrot cake or satay. In the beginning, people were 
reluctant to eat food from other ethnic groups than their own (Chan, 2003). Because younger 
generations are less aware of their ethnic groups, this is not the case anymore. Formerly, 
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specific dishes were associated with these ethnic groups; mee was Hokkien, satay was Malay, 
roti was Indian. Now their customized versions are seen as Singaporean dishes 
(YourSingapore, 2015). Satay has also transformed into another dish. Satay is nowhere near 
Chinese, it is Indonesian or Malay, but is adopted by Chinese hawkers (Lee C. L., 2013). It is 
turned into Teochew Satay Bee Hoon. Peanut gravy, that is usually served with the satay, is 
now poured over noodles and became part of a Singaporean dish. 
In addition, some dishes have different names in Singapore. Roti prata for example, 
roti meaning bread and prata meaning flat in Hindi, is a pancake-like dish with different 
toppings that range from sweet to savoury to spicy. It is a Singaporean dish. The same dish is 
in Malaysia named roti canai, where canai means to flatten in Malay. However, it does have 
its original roots in India.  Because of these cultures intermingeled in the Singaporean dishes, 
everyone can feel at home in these dishes: fragments of their culture are found in these dishes. 
Lines between dishes and therefore between ethnicities have been blurred, and have created 
new bonds between these ethnicities and therefore became Singaporean instead of Malay, 
Chinese, Indonesian or other. 
2.2 From division to unity through food 
After 1965, when Singapore gained independence from Malaysia, it had to make major 
adjustments to become the modern city it is now.  
The transformation and history of Singapore is important not only from the economic point of 
view. The way the government has strived towards a good economic position, has had its 
influence on the other dimensions of the society as well. A good example here is the food 
culture. Because Singapore is such an ‘international hub’, it needs to find a strong identity to 
keep its status of a nation state, as termed by Benedict Anderson (2006): the imagined 
community. This community is imagined because nobody who is in this community knows all 
the other persons in the group, but each individual still feels connected to everybody in this 
group. Lee, T. (2002) summarises this through an analysis of a speech given by George Yeo, 
then Minister for Information and Arts, in 1998: 
 
Yeo’s vision of the “Singapore idea” suggests a civic-minded, harmonious society that embraces the 
founding principles of Singapore culture – the “4Ms” (multiracialism, multiculturalism, multilingualism and 
multireligiosity), the much-vaunted Asian or shared values discourse, the five pillars of the Singapore 21 
vision statement [national vision statement, published in 1999] (…) and all other governmental or 
government-endorsed policies. (Lee T. , 2002, p. 98) 
 
The five pillars of the Singapore 21 vision statement are: Every Singaporean Matters, Strong 
Families: Our Foundation and Our Future, Opportunities For All, The Singapore Heartbeat 
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and Active Citizens: Making a Difference to Society (Lee T. , 2002). Statement 4, the 
Singapore Heartbeat is meant to address the dilemma of division between the different 
ethnicities and cosmopolitanism. Internationalisation/Regionalisation versus Singapore as a 
home. This is of course, a broad solution. However, food might fit into this whole schedule: 
as discussed above, it bonds people in different ways: dishes that have influences of all 
cultures are represented in Singapore, but also places where people meet to eat. This has 
potential influence on at least two of the ‘4Ms’; multiculturalism and multiracialism.  
Because Singapore has such an influx of foreign people, but also people who will leave 
Singapore again after a few years, it needs to establish a strong connecting identity for its 
citizens to actually care about the city-state (Ho, 2006). On the one hand, it is important to 
have a cosmopolitan identity, on the other hand, people have to feel connected with their 
motherland. Singapore should feel like a home to all, not a hotel to all (Lee, T. 2002; Ho, 
2006). The values of being Asian yet being cosmopolitan seemingly collide with each other. 
Therefore, the government of Singapore chose ‘family’, one of the main values in Confucian 
teachings, and thus seen as an Asian value (Sheridan, 2000). Family is chosen as one of the 
main focuses to create familiarity and a sense of the familial, both on the personal and city 
level. The literal core of the family became important; for example, it is very hard for single 
mothers to get HDB housing, let alone for unmarried couples to live together (Sheridan, 
2000). 
This sense of family was established through food. By merging the individual hawker 
stalls into the hawker centres, where people from different ethnicities could have their own 
dishes, but eat together as Simmel ([1910] 1997) observed, they could bond, feel like a family 
and thus feel more responsible for Singapore as a country. From a way of differentiating one 
ethnic group from another, food became a bonding item (Chan, 2003). Boundaries were 
reconstructed. For example at the coffee shops, so-called kopitiams, where men from different 
backgrounds gathered and participated in several activities together. Therefore, both in the 
dishes itself and eating at the same place, ethnic boundaries were not as divisive as they had 
been in the past. Kopitiams are very important in connecting the different ethnic groups, as it 
serves simple dishes such as kaya toast, toasted bread with butter and coconut paste. By 
“offering dishes that serve a range of customers, the kopitiam offers a sense of being open and 
equal to all.” (Lai, 2012, p. 225). 
This sense of an authentic ‘Singaporean’-ness has even become a trade mark of the 
kopitiam chain Ya Kun Kaya Toast. This chain of coffee shops has statements on the wall, 
which say: “Want a Skinny Latte? Stop at Half a Cup. One size. One coffee since 1944”, 
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“Screw the French press we’ve got the sock. Coffee prepared the same since 1944” and “How 
would you like your eggs? Wet and Runny or Runny and Wet. The same menu since 1944.” 
By these statements, Ya Kun Kaya Toast makes it clear that it is still the same as its earlier 
days; therefore defining its identity through nostalgia and trying to distinguish itself from 
other seemingly more global chains such as Starbucks.  
The bonding function of the kopitiam has spread to the hawker centres, as everyone 
has to sit in the same common space, whatever one is consuming. Some hawker centres have 
special halal zones, but most of them do not. Kong (2007) describes this effect as follows:  
 
At hawker centres, people from all walks of life are united by a common purpose – the search 
for a meal. Strangers may share a table, delectably tucking into their favourite hawker fare, at 
times overheard exchanging tips on where the best plate of char kway teow or oyster omelette 
can be found. At hawker centres, neighbours run into one another, exchanging greetings or 
gossip, and families can be seen with children in tow, particularly on weekends when eating 
out is favoured, tucking away together and catching up on family time. In fact, according to an 
NEA survey in 2006, three out of every four respondents said they usually eat out with their 
family. At hawker centres, retirees can be seen having their cuppa in the morning after their 
exercise, chatting with friends or just reading the day’s papers. The NEA-MCYS survey 
indicated that respondents thought hawker centres to be places for community building because 
stalls of different ethnicities were situated close to one another and offered a showcase of 
Singapore’s multi-ethnicity; because they were frequented by Singaporeans of all ages and 
ethnicities; because they were good meeting places where people can relax and socialise; and 
because of the opportunities for interaction between patrons and stall operators. (Kong, 2007, 
pp. 89-91) 
 
In the daytime, mostly the elderly would sit and chat while having a drink, some eating. At 
night, groups of high school kids and students would get food together and eat. Because of the 
design of hawker centres, food stalls at the sides, tables and chairs, often anchored to the 
ground and therefore immobile, it is quite common to sit with strangers at a table. Sometimes 
this will lead to conversations between these strangers. As Simmel ([1910] 1997) already 
mentioned: people do not need to have something else in common rather than eating at the 
same table at the same time. In this case, they do not even have to eat the same thing. 
As seen in the previous paragraph, by the example of Ya Kun Kaya Toast, nostalgia 
may be used to distinguish itself from global chains. These coffee shops “have a certain 
appeal based on their everydayness, on one hand, and on their capacities to reference 
nostalgia, memory, and meanings of the local on the other (Duruz & Khoo, 2015, p. 64). But 
how did this feel for nostalgia became so strong that it can sell food? 
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The first generation 
of hawkers was 84% 
Chinese (Kong, 2007). 
Mostly Hokkien, then 
Teochews and then other 
minorities such as Hakka 
and Haianese that cooked 
mostly their own 
traditional foods. 
Nowadays, a range of food 
is available such as 
‘Western’; as seen in 
Image 1, Japanese,  
Indonesian, Philippino and 
more. Hawkers have 
different backgrounds: 
some have gone to 
university to read a wide 
range of subjects but 
return to their family 
hawker stall; some are 
hawkers because they need 
a job and a stall owner was hiring. A love for traditional food is prominent among 
Singaporeans, some of whom are true ‘foodies’.  
This love for traditional food is reflected in the popularity of food blogs all over 
Singapore. These websites featuring hawker stalls and their dishes, giving tips on where to 
find the best food, recipes of hawker dishes are very popular. One of the examples is 
ieatishootipost.sg, owned by Dr. Leslie Tay, who is a doctor, but also a hawker food lover. 
The slogan of this website is “never waste your calories on yucky food” (ieatishootipost, 
2015), which very well reflect Singaporean attitudes to food- on the one hand desiring to be 
healthy, going running in the park, practicing tai chi, but on the other hand loving to eat. Dr. 
Tay writes about dishes, their origins and the hawkers that cook them. He has published three 
books on hawker food, appeared frequently on television shows and his Facebook page has 
over 150.000 likes. Popular food workshops or food photography workshops are organised in 
Image 1. Western food at Holland Village hawker centre. Photo taken by Saskia 
Denneman, 11-11-2014. 
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his name. In his second book, The 
End of Char Kway Teow and Other 
Hawker Mysteries (Tay, 2010), Dr. 
Tay describes traditional dishes, 
and gives tips on where to eat the 
best versions of these dishes. He 
argues that the love for hawker 
food comes from feelings of 
nostalgia:  
 
Nostalgia is a precious 
commodity in Singapore. In our 
fast-paced society where land is 
scarce, most places have a limited 
life span. So, you are not likely to 
find the old oak tree where 
Grandpa was supposed to meet 
Grandma and run away together. 
Many significant spots that my 
wife and I fondly remember from 
our dating days have either been 
renovated or demolished. Even 
Senior Minister Goh Chok 
Tong’s old dating hotspot, the 
National Library at Stamford 
Road, is no more. (Tay, 2010, p. 
7) 
 
Thus, Tay (2010) explains the love for food as a nostalgic sentiment in a changing Singapore. 
However, as we have seen, the food has undergone significant change as well. Therefore, it 
may be solely the feel of the food, and not necessarily the taste. On one hand, people are 
looking for the traditional taste, while on the other hand the multiracialism of Singapore has 
influenced the food. As Singapore kept changing in recent decades, old places that used to 
served good food do not exist anymore. Thus, the feeling of nostalgia relates more specific 
dishes than to the space in which it used to be served (Tarulevicz, 2013). Therefore, while 
food courts can look very modern and hip, they still function as loci of nostalgia. 
2.3 Food waste through food love 
This feeling of nostalgia and the feeling of bonding despite differences is an important reason 
why hawker centres remain very popular. However, the downside is the food waste they 
generate. Since most people do not eat at home, hawkers centres and restaurants are the main 
source of food waste in Singapore. Restaurants who have buffet-style meals are ubiquitous 
Image 2. Tea time buffet at Chetti Melaka Conference. Photo taken 
by Saskia Denneman, 04-10-2014. 
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throughout Singapore. At these buffets, large amounts of food are set up at tables and people 
can help themselves and take as much food as they like. According to food waste researchers 
at Wageningen University, 30% of the food served in a buffet form goes to waste (Soethoudt, 
2013).  For example, food blogger Danielfooddiary.com has compiled a list called “60 Best 
Hotel Buffets In Singapore – The Ultimate Buffet Guide” (Ang, 2014).  This list is “dedicated 
to my friends and family members, many of them search to and fro just to find a buffet 
place”.  This shows the search for buffets, and the commonality. Searching for the 60 best 
buffet restaurants at hotels means there are even more to choose from. Not only for 
individuals and families is this buffet culture is apparent, but also for businesses and at 
conferences is it common to have a buffet. At conferences, there usually is ‘breakfast’ or ‘tea 
break’, as seen in Image 2. This break does not only involve a cup of coffee or tea, but also 
food: most of the time in a buffet form. At a meeting for hotels about the greening in the hotel 
industries, a buffet was set up (observation, October 23, 2014), and after the meeting finished, 
a lot of left-over food had to be disposed.  Even at the Project X-pired, organised by Food 
Bank Singapore, a buffet meal was cooked by chefs of the Singaporean Chefs association 
(observation, October 19, 2014). It seems very hard to break with this pertinacious tradition of 
buffets in Singapore.  
In 2009, a group of students from Nanyang Technological University conducted 
research on this topic. They named their project ‘Food Waste Republic’ and came up with the 
following three findings (Save Food Cut Waste, 2015). Food waste from cosmetic filtering 
turned out to be one of the main sources of food waste in Singapore. This means that food that 
does not look good enough, is disposed. Cosmetic filtering was followed by food wasted by 
businesses in the service sector. They also discovered that most staff  of these restaurants and 
hotels was not properly trained to reduce food wastage. Specific cultural practices were 
named as the third most important cause of food waste; preference for abundance of food 
being seen as part of Asian culture. The ‘Food Waste Republic’ project confirmed that 10 to 
20 percent of food served at buffets and banquets goes to waste. Asking for a doggie bag is 
seen as a practice that goes against social norms in Singapore, and thus left-over food goes to 
waste. The last cause of food waste found by the students was household waste. They 
collected household waste generated by 150 families living in several different locations 
throughout Singapore. “The results show that fruit peels, vegetable parts, eggshells, bones and 
leftovers like rice and gravy formed the bulk of household waste, on average 126g per person 
.” (Save Food Cut Waste, 2015). This is less than what the statistics presented in Chapter 1 
show. The reason for this discrepancy can lay in the fact that this was only a one day 
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experiment, and overstocking could as account for the difference. People who participated in 
the project admitted that they customarily bought more food than they needed, and would 
throw it away when they noticed minimal signs of spoilage such as bruises on their fruits or 
are expired. In addition, Jose Raymond, who at the time when the project was conducted 
acted as Chief Executive Officer of the Singapore Environmental Council commented: “the 
‘ease of accessibility to food and increased food variety’ could also have worsened the 
wastage.” (The Straits Times, 2013). 
 In this chapter, the love for food in Singapore is connected through food waste. In 
Singapore, food has a cultural meaning. As ‘new’ nation, Singaporeans needed to feel more 
connected, and through food they found a way. Dishes from different sorts intertwined and 
people connected over food. Hawker centres where a lot of these dishes are sold for cheaper 
than food is sold in the supermarket are very popular. In addition, buffets are present at 
meetings, but also all-you-can-eat buffets in restaurants are also very popular. These buffets 
are a sign of abundance and because such a large quantity of food is available at these buffets 
but not all food gets eaten, these buffets are a source of food waste. In addition to this 
abundance, Singaporeans are very focused on hygiene and food that shows signs of 
expiration, such as exceedance of their expiration date or minimal bruises of fruit or 
vegetables.  
  
 
30 
3. Clean and Green or Clean through Waste? 
A fixation on hygiene is not only for individual citizens or only on food, the government of 
Singapore has made hygiene into a central pillar in the policies in Singapore. The government 
moved the hawkers to hawker centres, clustering the different ethnicities. Not only did the 
government make this policy to encourage interaction between individuals of different 
ethnicities, but also to encourage a better hygiene through setting up rules and hiring cleaners 
for these hawker centres. In this chapter, different government policies on hygiene and on 
food will be examined. Some of these policies and ideas of the government, such as the love 
for food illustrates, may enhance food waste. On the contrary, the government tries to 
establish a clean and green image. In that context, food waste should be reduced by the 
government, because the government wants to maintain a clean and green image of 
Singapore. In this chapter, it will be examined why and how the government tries to maintain 
this image. 
3.1 Governmental waste management 
From its official independence in 1965, the government strove towards a ‘Clean and Green’ 
Singapore (Clean & Green Singapore Carnival, 2014). Sustainability is important to 
Singapore, as it is only a small state with limited amount of land, thus limited space for waste. 
A second argument for Singapore to strive towards a sustainable nation would be to attract 
foreign investors, because that is what Singapore thrives on, as represented in this quote by 
Tony Tan Keng Yam, present President of Singapore: 
 
Singapore is recognised today for being a clean and green city. Our lush landscape is an important facet of our 
identity. The garden environment and green spaces contribute to an enjoyable and liveable environment in which 
Singaporeans live, work and play. Visitors to Singapore are struck by the sight of tree-lined highways, 
manicured lawns and smartly-pruned hedges that greets them. Our reputation as a City in a Garden enhances 
Singapore’s attractiveness as a destination for tourists, foreign businesses and global talents. (Tan Keng Yam, 
2013) 
 
However, this Clean and Green Garden city is wasting almost 800.000 tonnes of food wastage 
in 2011 (National Environment Agency, 2015), when there is nearly no production of food in 
the country itself. With about five million inhabitants: about 160 kg a year per person, which 
comes to about half a kilogramme each day.   
In order to keep this image of clean and green Singapore, a strict waste management 
system is required. For example; recycling is not new to Singapore. In the parks separate bins 
for cans, paper and plastics are a common sight (see Image 3). Signs of certain degree of 
recycling going on are seen in residential areas as well, such as one bin for recyclables such as 
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paper, cans, glasswork and plastics (see Image 4). However, at detached houses this might be 
the case, but at HDB (public housing) flats where 80% of the Singaporeans live, refuse chutes 
are used to dispose waste and thus sorting waste is made more difficult.  
According to the Singaporean government, almost 56% of the municipal waste is 
recycled (Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources & Ministry of National 
Development, 2014). In comparison: only 5.5% of Malaysian waste was recycled in 2006 
(Moh & Abd Manaf, 2014). However, recycling rates have been the same for the past few 
years, and for glass and plastics have even decreased (Neo, 2010). As said, Singapore is one 
of the countries that takes part in the zero waste nation philosophy. The zero waste nation 
practice does what it says: they strive for a society where nothing is disposed to a landfill 
(Zaman, 2015). Singapore does have a landfill, Pulau Semakau. The tension between green 
and garbage is felt here too, as it is a landfill but also an ecological protected area. However, it 
is not only for the image of a sustainable state that Singapore has to maintain through 
recycling. Simply, not enough land is available to use as landfill, thus searching for 
alternatives is a must in Singapore.  
 
Showing concern about waste is not new in Singapore. Every tourist shop has mugs, t-
shirts and other trumpery with the ‘no littering’ sign, and warnings all over tourist websites 
that one can get fined for littering. Singapore is sometimes jokingly called ‘A fine city’. The 
Singaporean government has made ‘Zero Waste 
Nation’ as a mission to itself, which means they 
are motivated to cut solid waste, in the line of 
Image 4. Recycling bins at Hort Park. Photo taken by Saskia 
Denneman, 30-09-2014. 
Image 3. Recycling bins at a detached house in 
Singapore. Photo taken by Lisa Burrows, 15-04-
2015. 
 
32 
‘Clean & Green Singapore’. Lee Kuan Yew, first prime minister of Singapore, made this one 
of the top priorities for the new country of Singapore, which became independent of Malaysia 
in 1965. In 1968 in Parliament, Lee Kuan Yew said: ‘The improvement of the quality of our 
urban environment and transformation of Singapore into a garden city – a clean and green city 
– is the declared objective of the government’ (Lee Kuan Yew, 2015). In 1970 in the National 
Day Message, Lee Kuan Yew explains the strong emphasis on cleanliness as follows:  
 
Now, the time has come to raise our sights. To aim at a higher quality of life – for all. In most 
towns in Southeast Asia, cleanliness and beauty begin and end in the homes of the wealthy. 
Outside the walls of these wealthy homes, the world is invariably ugly and filthy. But we are 
succeeding in making all of Singapore our garden and our home. Clean, green and gracious. 
Roads are being aligned with trees, road dividers will have palms, plants and flowering shrubs. 
Open spaces will be gardens or parks. Whether it is Bukit Ho Swee [former slums] or Geylang 
Serai [Malay district]. We shall improve our surroundings. (Lee Kuan Yew, 2015) 
 
This speech shows several ideas that were and are pillars of Singaporean policies. First, 
Singapore is being compared to a wealthy home, which is apparently the ideal picture for the 
country. Second, by being clean and green, this wealth is showed. Third, an underlying 
motive for the unification of Singapore is found: by giving everyone, rich and poor, whatever 
ethnicity, a wealthy, clean and green city to be proud of will become a symbol of the nation-
state Singapore and therefore serve a unifying purpose as well. As Benedict Anderson from 
argue, the clean and green image of Singapore would be part of a new shared history 
(Anderson, 2006). As Singaporeans do not have a history together that is older than its mere 
fifty years, Lee Kuan Yew needed to create a strong image which citizens could identify with, 
and clean and green Singapore could be one of the identification points in this identity.  
Lastly, by comparing itself to other Southeast Asian ‘towns’ that are ugly and filthy, 
Lee Kuan Yew sets Singapore apart from the other countries and cities. Singapore wants to 
stand out and be better than the other countries. This is not just to be better, but also to attract 
foreign visitors. If they could choose between ugly and filthy, and clean, green and gracious, 
what would they pick? This last argument is confirmed in a later speech, where Lee Kuan 
Yew claims in retrospect in 1986 at the National Day Rally:  
 
Any investor coming to Singapore seeing it in such a scruffy state knows that this place will go 
down. And we were going down. Riots taking place, ’64, people demoralised, that’s when 
Clean and Green Singapore got claimed. And we made it, we pushed it! (Lee Kuan Yew, 2015) 
 
Therefore, this strong form of governmental policy around clean and green Singapore, did not 
serve one purpose and is very important to Singapore. It unifies, shows wealth and therefore 
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attracts foreign investors of which Singapore lives and thrives and became strong and the city 
it is now. Do note the symbolic meaning of clean as well: Singapore is listed as the ninth 
country in the Corruption Perception Index 2014 (2014), one place above The Netherlands.  
3.2 Educational campaign Clean & Green Singapore 
Educational campaigns are not an exception in Singapore, the government has several 
campaigns on how to behave well. This will create again the sense of family as derived from 
Asian values, and thus create a home. Not only the literal understanding of family, but the 
imagined family became important as well: the care for each other in Singapore as a whole 
(Lee T. , 2002). An example of such an educational campaign that is already fully conducted 
is the campaign on kindness in Singapore. Kindness is promoted everywhere. For example, in 
the SMRT (metro system) the ‘thoughtful family’ is telling one what to do (see image 5):  
This is not the only example, on numerous occasions it is brought to one’s attention 
that one should be kind, for example, at several occasions the booklet “Five amazing benefits 
of being kind” (Wan, 2014) is handed out, in cooperation with the Singapore Kindness 
Movement. In other words, the 
government constantly tries to let 
Singaporeans commit to caring for 
each other, and thus creating a 
stronger imagined community. 
Websites such as STOMP and The 
Real Singapore, who are independent 
of the government, illustrate that 
there is care towards Singapore. By 
shaming other people who do things 
against the rules, it makes people 
aware. For example, a recent article 
on someone smoking in a SMRT was 
photographed and put on STOMP (STOMP, 2015). In addition, a whole album of people 
smoking in public spaces, which is prohibited, is published.  
The kindness campaigns are only one example through which the government tries to 
make Singaporeans have a feeling of the imagined community. The feel of a family through 
education citizens in public on being kind is a clear example of how the government is 
launching campaigns to make Singaporeans have a ‘family feel’ and a home to all. The 
Image 5. Move in Martin in the SMRT. Photo taken by Saskia 
Denneman, 21-09-2014. 
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‘kindness’ policy may seem totally unconnected to food waste, but it is the way the 
government tries to educate their citizens on certain themes, to let the citizens become sort of 
model citizens. The kindness campaign is something more apparent than education on 
cleanliness, but the clean and green campaign is just as old. As Lee Kuan Yew (2015) states 
in 2009 at the Green Dialogue at the Singapore Botanical Gardens’ 150th anniversary: 
 
The difficult part, finally, when you’ve got all the infrastructure in place, roads, telecoms, 
harbour, container ports and whatever, is to get the people to change from a third world 
behaviour to a first world behaviour. And so our endless campaigns to get them not to bring the 
chickens and pigs into the high rise, not to pee in elevators, not to do all this silly things which 
they were doing when they were living in shanty huts. Well that was not easy. And that took 
thirty, forty years. But finally we got there. (Lee Kuan Yew, 2015) 
This quote shows that it is not only about the visual aspects of perfected greenery and 
cleanliness, but also how people behave. Therefore, strict regulations and penalties for 
those who did not confirm to these regulations were introduced. For outsiders 
sometimes this might seem a bit too polished. An often heard comment made by 
tourists and expats is that Singapore is structured and easy to invest in, but not to live 
in forever. This point of view is not shared by Singaporeans, , as an article in the 
Business Times indicates:  
These articles [Western media on Singapore] share a churlish and tired subtext, that Singapore 
is somehow less of a country because it lacks some kind of personality that foreigners expect 
this part of the world to have. 
 
The Western lexicon for Asia is a funny thing, and I have a real estate agent's relationship with 
it. When a house is advertised as having "charm", it means that its toilet doesn't work. When a 
country in this region is lauded for its "charm", it usually means that its people have a touch-
and-go relationship with indoor plumbing. 
 
"Quaint" means paddy fields where white-collar jobs should be. "Plenty of character" means 
the roads are not paved and you get diarrhoea from the ice cubes. 
 
If this is what "charm" is, Singapore does not need it. And if it is handwoven baskets and 
barefoot children you want to see, go to another country that was not farsighted nor fortunate 
enough to avoid being charming. 
 
For a long time, Singapore has been denied the gloss treatment other cosmopolitan cities get. 
Fifth Avenue is worshipped as a glamorous shrine to shopping, but Orchard Road is frequently 
portrayed as soulless. When outsiders report on Singapore, words like "gleaming" and 
"spotless" are used as though they were epithets. 
 
Once in New York City, thanks to my dithering, my husband took too long to order a sandwich 
at Katz's Deli and got snapped at by one of the legendarily ornery servers. "This is Noo Yawk," 
the server said, as if that explained everything, and it did. 
 
Likewise, this is Singapore. Everyone is in a hurry and they will hold pre-briefings for 
briefings, a post-briefing after and a break for a cost-benefit analysis. This is Singapore, this is 
what made it great. This is also why I became a citizen of this country - because I got tired of 
"charm". (Hooi, 2015) 
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In this article, the point is 
made that foreigners do not 
think of Singapore as 
charming, because of these 
manicured lawns and it 
being so well-organised. 
However, it also shows that 
Singaporeans are 
accustomed to the polished 
Singaporean way and do 
not consider this organised way of living is a problem.  Not only through rules, but also 
through education. People are made aware of several issues where they are expected to work 
with the government.  
Education is a key strategy in this respect, and the Clean & Green Singapore campaign 
serves as its prime example. The campaign was initiated in 1968 with the slogan ‘Keep 
Singapore Clean’ (Clean & Green Singapore Carnival, 2014). In the years that followed, 
variations on this theme were released, such as ‘Keep My Water Clean’ and ‘Please Keep My 
Park Clean’. At an event organized within the framework of the Clean & Green Singapore 
campaign, called ‘Clean & Green Singapore Carnival’ several activities take place, every time 
at a different location. At Lot One Shoppers’ Mall, the ‘carnival’ was set up at an open space, 
with several subjects on which people were educated. Activities for children, such as 
recycling CDs and a theatre show, were organised. People were encouraged to find out about 
every subject by collecting stamps through answering questions at every booth. If all stamps 
were collected, people could get a goodie bag. Subjects highlighted in this interactive 
exhibition were: mosquito and dengue prevention, clean toilets, saving energy, ‘bright spots’ 
where people could adopt a public space and commit to keeping it clean, and an exhibition 
called ‘From Third to First World City’. In this exhibition, everything about the clean history 
of Singapore was highlighted, and also glorified. However, something that was also 
highlighted in this exhibition was a critical question towards the public: Is Singapore clean, or 
cleaned ? One of the signs stated:  
 
We Appear Clean Because…. 
We have an army of cleaners constantly cleaning up after us.  
If they were to stop working, could you imagine how much litter would be accumulated? 
Our cleaners are doing a good job, but they face a lot of difficulties keeping up with the 
amount of litter we throw out every day. 
Image 6. Cartoon as showed at the Clean & Green Singapore Carnival. Photo 
taken by Saskia Denneman, 09-11-2014. 
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In reality, we are a ‘cleaned’ city, not a clean city. (Clean & Green Singapore Carnival, 2014) 
 
 
After this sign, a call for people to clean up after themselves and for others was made. 
In addition a cartoon about the cleaned city was showed (see image 6). However, it 
does present a useful insight into Singaporean cleanliness. It appears as if everybody is 
clean, nevertheless, do citizens keep Singapore clean, or does the government keep 
Singapore clean? This is critical for research on garbage and food waste. Singapore 
might have the image of a clean city, but actually might be not as clean as it seems. 
Manicured lawns and education are important strategies from the government to attract 
foreign investors. This might have its impact on the individual citizens as well.  
As Lee Kuan Yew said in an interview at the Green Dialogue at the Singapore Botanical 
Gardens’ 150th anniversary in 2009: 
 
But what could be majorly done was to show investors that this is a well-organized place. So 
when they come into the airport, especially investors who are coming to the Istana [official 
residence of the Prime Minister] to see me, they will pass by greenery, which means 
maintenance. It couldn’t be just planted it becomes wild. And when you enter the Istana, you 
see green lawns, shrubs, trees. So without having to tell anything to the CEO, I knew that he 
would understand that when I say we will deliver, he knows that we can deliver. That this is a 
country where the administration works, where there is a system. Because you can’t just plant a 
tree and walk away. (Lee Kuan Yew, 
2015) 
 
An example of this is the manicured grass 
at the National University of Singapore 
(NUS). Even in the heat of Singapore, it is 
all the time green grass. However, this 
may not be attributed solely to very green 
fingers. Some people claim that the grass 
is entirely replaced every set period of 
time. In these cases, it may feel like the 
control on nature goes a bit too far. This is 
the thing with Singapore: when is it well-
organised and taking care of nature in the 
city, and when does it become too much? 
Another example of this ‘organised 
nature’ is Fort Canning Park. This park is 
situated next to the National Museum of 
Image 7. Escalators at Fort Canning Park. Photo taken by 
Saskia Denneman, 08-10-2014. 
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Singapore, and is a popular spot for jogging. Nothing over-organised there. However, this 
park is situated on a hill. Therefore, the government decided to install a weather-proof 
escalator as pictured in Image 7.  Indeed, it is a garden and not nature: it needs to be man-
perfected. As one Singaporean commented to me: ‘Singaporeans like trees, but not the leaves 
that fall off it.’. Not all Singaporeans think and act as such, but the fact that it is even 
discussed or that the government places escalators in parks, shows it has some sort of root in 
the Singaporean culture. In everyday life, the cleanliness of citizens is reflected in small 
habits. An example of this is to wipe the table at hawker centres with wet wipes before sitting 
down. People bring these wet wipes themselves, and will wipe the table although there are 
cleaners at every hawker centre and food court. All these examples point to the cleanliness 
Singaporeans desire and that it is the government who has initiated this with a specific goal in 
mind. Once again: the clean and wealthy image might seem a bit overdone to foreigners, but 
for Singaporeans, it became a part of their identity and appreciation for Singapore.. 
Excessively clean and green Singapore has for years now been the daily reality for most 
Singaporeans, and plays a role in the food waste generation. I will explore this topic in detail 
in the next section.  
3.3 Food waste 
The clean and wealthy image of Singapore is reflected in food waste: whenever something 
looks odd or not polished enough, it is being thrown away. A Singaporean bakery chain 
BreadTalk is a good example that illustrates this connection. All the breads look like exact 
copies of each other. If one of these breads differs slightly, it will be thrown out. As seen in 
the previous paragraph, it could well be that it is precisely the clean image of Singapore that 
might have a large share in the problem of food waste. Singapore has to be clean, but in order 
to do that, a lot has to be thrown away. To keep Singapore this clean, it is cleaned. Citizens do 
not see how much they waste. Some argue that the idea of Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore as a 
home for all turned into a hotel for all, concerning waste that is cleaned up after people 
(Mahbubani, 2013).  If the waste is not there, it does not exist at all. 
 On the other hand, because Singapore wants to represent itself as clean, it is also 
obliged to conform to new trends of cleanliness, such as sustainability. Singapore is the only 
Asian city that is ranked ‘well above average’ in the Asian Green City Index (Economist 
Intelligence Unit, 2011).  In this report, the high status of Singapore is ascribed to the 
government: 
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If Singapore were scored only on quantitative measures, it would have ranked one band below, 
at above average. But it is comprehensive and effective policies that elevate the city to rank 
well above average overall. A rich city-state, Singapore has access to resources, but unlike 
other cities in the Index, the government is not split between competing levels of 
administration. (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2011, p. 15) 
 
The response of the National Climate Change Secretariat Prime Minister’s Office 
Singapore (NCCS) to the global Think. Eat. Save. campaign and World Environment Day,, 
which was celebrated worldwide on ADD DATE, was not very enthusiastic . Only one news 
item is to be found about it, and it contains an interview with the founder of Save Food Cut 
Waste initiative, on which I will elaborate at another section in this chapter. This illustrates 
the main attitude of the government towards food waste right now: it is somewhat important, 
yet there is not a truly active focus to reducing it, but the government of Singapore does 
encourage non-governmental organizations to address food waste, as seen in the 
announcement for the World Environment Day. Nevertheless, in March 2015, the National 
Environmental Agency (NEA) and Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources 
(MEWR) publicised a ‘Factsheet on Food Waste Management’ (NEA & MEWR, 2015). In 
this fact sheet, three announcements were made: 
 NEA and AVA [Agri-Food & Veterinary Authority of Singapore] will develop guidelines 
for the proper handling and re-distribution of unsold and excess food.  
 NEA will implement food waste treatment pilots at hawker centres where food waste will 
be separately collected for on-site treatment. 
 NEA will conduct a district-level pilot in Clementi, where food waste collected from 
various premises in the area will be sent to an off-site facility for co-digestion with used 
water sludge. (NEA & MEWR, 2015, p. 1) 
 
This report states that until now, only about 13% of the food waste produced by Singapore is 
recycled. This means 87% is disposed on landfills, and with Singapore not having much land 
to spare, this is a problem, not only for the reasons all food waste is a problem in terms of 
environmental issues, but direct issues for Singapore on land use. NEA & MEWR (2015) 
claim that three types of action are required to adequately respond to the food waste problem: 
minimisation, redistribution and recycling. This corresponds with a widely common principle 
of 3R: Reduce, Reuse and Recycle (Memon, 2010). 
The government encourages on-site composting, reusing for animal feed. In a practical 
on-site way this translates into the pilot at the hawker centres, but funding for research on 
processing food waste is made available by NEA. The pilot at the hawker centre, scheduled 
for 2015, will be an example of this: the hawker centres will get machines that will convert 
the food waste to water or compost (Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources & 
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Ministry of National Development, 2014). Furthermore, according to a report issued by the 
government in 2014, stallholders and table-cleaners will be educated on separating and 
processing food waste.  
The reasons mentioned in this report to aim for a decrease in food waste are not only 
energy needed for collection and disposal, but also the impeding of recycling of other 
recyclables through contamination with these other recyclables, the nuisance of odour and 
unwanted animals. Notably, these are only local reasons to reduce food waste; no global 
reasons such as carbon footprint, water footprint, which I have explained in chapter 1, were 
mentioned in this report. Nevertheless, by implementing trials on reducing food waste in 
hawker centres and the other two resolutions made in this report, the Singaporean government 
shows some positive intentions. In addition to these measures, a survey on food waste habits 
is conducted as the newspaper Today reported in September 2014 (Siau, 2014). However, no 
results of this survey are available yet. This commitment shows that the government is aware 
of food waste in Singapore and is starting to show concern about this issue. 
It seems as if recycling in Singapore is mainly a concern of the government, and not of 
the citizens. Again, the hotel feel where somebody else is responsible for cleaning the mess 
after the guest’s departure, comes to mind. It must be clear that Singaporeans are not 
opinionated or critical about government policies. In Singapore, it is more about education 
rather than forcing people to do something, as Sheridan (2000) makes clear:  
 
Most of all it does not feel authoritarian when you meet and talk to Singapore’s people. They 
are opinionated, diverse and forthcoming, from the taxi driver to the stockbroker. More than 
that, they are extremely well informed. Singapore is technologically a very switched-on society 
and technology these days means information. It is also a very well-travelled society. Nestled 
in the heart of South East Asia, it is almost impossible to meet a Singaporean who has not been 
outside his own country and seen some other version of the good life compared with 
Singapore’s (Sheridan, 2000, p. 67) 
 
The government may be patriarchal and very strong, but Singaporeans are still very open and 
assertive (Dayley & Neher, 2009).  Therefore, it may not be necessary that citizens take on 
actions requested by the government. On the one hand it is important for the government to 
change the behaviour of their citizens, but on the other hand these citizens do not always 
follow the will of the government. As the example of the kindness campaign illustrates, it may 
not be that people will actually move in or place their bag somewhere else. This may be the 
same for food waste: because the government might over-advocate clean and green 
Singapore, this does not mean its citizens are actually clean and green. 
For example, this is also reflected in supermarkets, where plastic bags are wrapped 
around the groceries without asking. Although the government is recycling-minded, citizens 
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do not have to value it as much as the government. Because there is no such culture of basic 
recycling by citizens, it may be hard to make people aware and recycle food waste. Of food 
waste, only 13% is recycled in Singapore (Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources 
& Ministry of National Development, 2014)). Therefore, in comparison to the solid waste, it 
is interesting that only now there is paid attention by the government on food waste.  
In conclusion, the government plays a big role in the mind-set and actually reducing of 
food waste. For one, Singapore is seen as clean and green, which is introduced and 
maintained by the government from the independence of Singapore onwards. This may be 
attractive to foreigners, however, it also has a downside. Because of this image, people have 
become more clean and this may reflect in the amount of food waste. The government is 
trying to recycle as much as possible, and thus recently introduced new initiatives on 
reducing, reducing and recycling food waste.  
  
 
41 
4. The business of food waste 
The previous chapters showed that food wastage in Singapore is closely connected to the 
Singaporean food culture and the clean-and-green image that the Singapore government has 
been inculcating among its citizens. Along with initiatives targeted at diminishing food waste 
generation undertaken by the government, which were described in the previous chapter, 
actions undertaken by other sectors are also taking place . In this chapter, I will focus on the 
businesses, such as supermarkets and grocery stores, which are clearly making efforts to 
reduce food wastage. I will also discuss new business opportunities that rise from the 
awareness created for food wastage. In the final chapter, I will turn to food banks and other 
charities, which are playing a role in redistributing food that would otherwise be thrown 
away, back to the food chain.  
4.1 Supermarkets, grocery stores, wet markets and food wastage 
As explained in chapter 1, grocery stores are one of the bigger sources of food wastage 
worldwide. This is also the case in Singapore. For example, NTUC FairPrice, a large chain of 
grocery stores with 120 outlets in Singapore, wasted about 2.388 tonnes per year: around 
0.3% of all food wastage in Singapore (Wee, 2014). There are several causes for supermarkets 
to have a big share of the overall food wastage. As mentioned before, mainly vegetables and 
fruits go to waste, as these are the food categories that are relatively difficult to preserve 
(NTUC FairPrice, 2014). It is argued that precisely these products are used in creating a feel 
of abundance: supermarkets often show their fruits and vegetables in large open containers, 
which are rarely empty to attract customers, but also to give customers access to everything at 
any time, as the Business Insider reports about American supermarkets (Jacobs, 2014). This 
means part of these abundance will be wasted in the end. This is not only the case in the USA: 
Singaporean supermarkets look as polished as the rest of the city. This immediately leads to 
the second point of waste: every food item should have perfect looks. Cosmetic perfection is 
important: not a tiny brown spot on a banana, no soft tomatoes should be found in 
supermarkets. The American Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) conducted research 
on supermarket food waste (Gunders, 2012). Aside from abundance and cosmetic perfection, 
big package sizes, expired ‘sell by’ dates and the discarding of damaged goods, outdated 
promotional products, and unpopular items are all reasons for supermarket food waste.  
 NTUC FairPrice reports that the main wastage takes place through “quality control, 
trimming during packaging and damage caused during transportation, storage, as well as 
mishandling of products by customers. Fruits that are wholesome but may not be aesthetically 
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appealing are also left unsold.” (NTUC FairPrice, 2014). FairPrice announced  that it would  
start initiatives to remedy the situation. In this programme, which runs on the 3P-principle: 
public education, processes and partnerships, NTUC FairPrice tries to reduce its food wastage 
and that of its customers. For example by cooperating with Food from the Heart (FFTH), a 
charity that is trying to close the gap between hunger and food waste. In cooperating with 
FFTH, NTUC FairPrice starts a campaign at primary schools to educate about clearing one’s 
plate. Second, FairPrice made a commitment to donate their unsold food in the future to 
FFTH. NTUC FairPrice will also assess if marked-down prices on seafood and chilled meat 
could be extended to other fruit categories (Siau, 2014). To cut waste, FairPrice will drop 
prices of more food items, 2014). Another initiative coming from NTUC FairPrice to reduce 
food wastage is to sell cut packages of sliced fruit and vegetables (Boh, 2015).These packages 
contain fruit and vegetables that did not look good and were trimmed and sliced in such a way 
that only the parts that were not appealing anymore were thrown away, and not the whole 
item. The price of these packages is lower than ‘normal ‘ fruits and vegetables. Initiatives like 
this show the supermarket chains in Singapore are trying to find ways in which they can 
reduce food waste while retaining the established norms of hygiene and aesthetics. According 
to NTUC FairPrice, who already conducted a pilot with these repackaged food, 90% of the 
vegetables and 70% of the fruit in these packages was sold. 
 Not only FairPrice takes measures against food waste; Giant, Cold Storage and Jason’s 
Market Place, the three major supermarket chains in Singapore, claim to monitor their food 
stock closely so only a small part of it will go to waste (Wee, 2014).  
 However, Singapore’s supermarkets are not the only place where vegetables and fruits 
can be purchased. Singapore has a rich amount of wet markets. In these wet markets, food that 
is not widely available in the regular supermarkets sometimes is sold, such as living frogs, 
turtles or eels. Nevertheless, vegetables, meat and seafood are also found in these wet 
markets. These small stalls operate mostly only in the morning, and are overloaded with food 
to choose from. In the video called ‘trouble in Food Paradise’ (Channel NewsAsia Connect, 
2015), Channel NewsAsia Connect shows how these small stall owners also throw out food 
that shows weak spots. A stall owner comments that from the food they receive, an estimated 
amount 30% of it is wasted. Right after transport because the items came out bruised, and 
after three days on the shelves. Another vendor said she throws food away when it does not 
look good anymore, because “I will not feel comfortable selling these goods. It’s like selling 
rotten goods to your customers.” (Channel NewsAsia Connect, 2015). It is not clear if these 
vendors take measurements to reduce their food wastage.  
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4.2 Social entrepreneurship opportunities 
As I indicated earlier, Singapore imports most 
of the food it consumes, except of a handful of 
vegetables. Because of this, there seems to be 
a disconnection between the food eaten and 
wasted and the value of it. However, there are 
initiatives to increase the amount of local 
grown food, and at the same time reduce food 
wastage. ComCrop is a good example of one 
of these initiatives. Amidst Orchard Road, the 
main shopping street of Singapore with shops 
such as Chanel, Armani, Louis Vuitton and 
Prada a rooftop farm is build, as pictured in image 9. ComCrop is a social enterprise, where 
every Saturday volunteers can help and learn about farming. ComCrop delivers to restaurants 
and hotels, but is only in the 
early stages of the company. 
Now, mostly herbs, peppers of 
all sorts of all ranges of the 
Scovile scale
2
 and some 
experiments with other 
vegetables such as eggplant, 
tomatoes, corn are undertaken. 
With a special system, where 
tilapia are swimming around 
just under the vertical plots of 
plants, it provides the plants 
with nutritious water. The 
vertical plots are pictured in 
both image 8 and 9. The fish grow and in the end are sold and eaten as well. No pesticides are 
used. 
Providing local food is not the only purpose of Comcrop. It is driven by an educational 
aspiration as well: regularly, small groups of students or other people get tours around the 
                                                          
2
 The Scovile scale measures the spiciness of foodstuffs, thus peppers can have different levels of spiciness on 
this scale. 
Image 9. Comcrop between the skyscrapers of Orchard Road. The vertical 
plots with mostly herbs in the background, the blue containers with tilapia 
at it sides and at the foreground larger plants such as eggplants. Photo 
taken by Saskia Denneman, 25-10-2014 
Image 8. Close-up of vertical grown basil plants at 
Comcrop. Photo taken by Saskia Denneman, 08-11-
2014. 
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farm. Students in agricultural studies, but also young chefs-to-be and elderly people volunteer. 
It is about the love for food, the care for locally grown food and meeting fellow people who 
are interested in growing food and eating. Every Saturday morning after the work is done, a 
lunch will be served for the volunteers with ingredients from the farm. It sends out a message 
to use all the food, including left-overs. For example at the Kranji Farmers Market, founder 
Allan Lim, gave a workshop on jarring, an old, almost forgotten craft for preserving foods. By 
showing how the food is grown and what you can do with this food to preserve it, it educates 
people on how valuable these plants is, what the work is that is put into growing this food and 
giving practical tips at the same time on what to do with leftovers. In addition, it sold 
‘honestly good jars’ at the Kranji Market, where Comcrop collaborated with Food Bank 
Singapore and Singaporean chefs to sell jars filled with vegetables that are preserved in a non-
chemical way. The monetary profit of these jars was for the benefit of Food Bank Singapore. 
A second, similar initiative is Edible Garden City, where the ‘garden city’ part is no 
coincidence, referring directly to Singapore as a garden city. This company also thrives 
mostly on volunteers and sets up edible gardens all over Singapore. At schools and residences 
(Edible Garden City, 2015), but also at restaurants and hotels (Edible Garden City, 2015). It 
organises workshops and participates in events. Edible Garden City emphasises its image as 
an educator in grow your own food, and thereby connecting urban landscaping back to the 
production of food, and educating about how food grows. This company is not necessarily 
focused on the reduction of food wastage, but about being aware of what it takes to grow 
crops, and reconnecting with this.  
4.3 Service sector 
Not only at the production side, or wet market side of the food chain in Singapore are there 
wastage and initiatives to reduce food wastage; initiatives to reduce food waste are also 
present in the service sector. Restaurants and hotels do connect with sustainability of food 
through examples such as Edible Garden City, however, it is quite a slow process regarding 
food waste. As mentioned in the chapter on food culture, buffet culture is a problem regarding 
food wastage. Signs at the buffet state at what time the food is cooked, but also the timeslot in 
which the food is safe to consume.  
 The NEA and Singapore Hotel Association (SHA) have introduced the ‘3R (reduce, 
reuse and recycle) Programme for Hotels’ in 2011 (SGPressCentre, 2011). In this programme, 
hotels are encouraged to improve their general waste management. At participating hotels, a 
special green committee has to be formed who decide how to reduce waste. The NEA 
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provides training for these committees on issues of waste management. Second, the 3R 
programme aims at cooperation between hotels. Third, rewards for green hotels are handed 
out. At SHA/NEA 3R Seminar for Hotels 2014 at Crown Plaza Changi Airport, a presentation 
by Food Bank Singapore was held. Best practices of hotels were shared, with the following 
tips shared by a presenter of the Mandarin Oriental hotel:  
 
 Refillable containers for sauces and condiments 
 Mindful with food order supplies to minimise wastage 
 Food supplies are purchased in bulk to reduce packaging materials 
 Stringent food storage practices to prevent spoilage and wastage 
 Chefs produce cook-to-order meals to ensure no food wastage 
 Posters placed in staff cafeteria to remind colleagues not to waste food (Mandarin 
Oriental, 2014) 
 
 
These tips are not complex, but basic measures to reduce food wastage. No innovative 
practices, but rather simple behavioural changes as preventive actions. 
In addition to this presentation, in the break of the ceremony different stalls of 
companies and initiatives on greening the hotel business were presented. Several of them 
focused on food waste, such as Food Bank Singapore. Another initiative was a machine which 
converts food wastage into water. Managers of different hotels seemed very interested, 
especially in Food Bank’s cooked food project, which will be discussed in detail in the 
following chapter. The managers lined up to talk to the staff of Food Bank. It showed a 
certain willingness of hotels to reduce their food wastage, however, in addition it showed that 
managers of hotels often do not know what to do with their food waste or how to reduce it. A 
typical example of this took place at this seminar about 3R practices, at the tea break the hotel 
served a buffet of sweet pies. After the seminar ended, the staff of Food Bank discovered that 
the left-overs had all went to waste. This event reflected on one hand the willingness of NEA 
and SHA to reduce waste and bring food wastage to the attention of the participants, but also 
the lack of knowledge and thoughtfulness of these participants about food wastage.  
4.4 Food waste in individuals 
Although it seems as if in the service sector the reduction of food waste still seems wanting of 
progress, in Singapore, special organisations addressing waste in general or food waste in 
particular have emerged recently. Some of them research food waste, but some have more 
goals beyond research and education. First, the big educational organisations will be 
highlighted, such as Green Future Solutions, who set up Save Food Cut Waste, but also the 
Singapore Environment Council (SEC), a non-governmental organisation who recently have 
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launched a campaign on food waste.  Green Future Solutions is a Singaporean company that 
describes its own vision as follows: 
 
Our vision of a green future is: 
Bright as we use our innovative ideas and tools to solve problems. 
Enough as we use only what we need and focus on meaning. 
Local as we use local resources and think self-sufficiency. 
Simple as we design and do things in a practical way without unnecessary steps. 
Social as we listen, share, network and collaborate for win-win solutions. 
Whole as we seek holistic solutions to interconnected problems. 
 
We believe that our green future is not a dream but a responsibility to nature and our children. 
So through our business, we are working together with individuals, companies and 
organisations to create that better future. 
 
As we grow our business, these are the values that we live by: 
1. Be Passionate 
2. Be Useful 
3. Be Responsible 
4. Be Humble 
5. Be Positive (Green Future Solutions, 2015) 
 
This company has made their green attitude their selling point, and gives companies advice on 
sustainability through basically every part of a business: strategy, research and marketing 
(Green Future Solutions, 2015)). Not only does Green Future Solutions advise companies, it 
also has launched several green campaigns themselves. For example: an e-book ‘The 7 Habits 
of Green Conscious Singaporeans’ or mywaterbottle to inspire Singaporeans to use their own 
refillable water bottle. One of the bigger campaigns on waste are ZeroWasteSG and Save 
Food Cut Waste. ZeroWasteSG has a focus on the 3Rs, where Save Food Cut Waste is 
especially set up for reducing food waste.  
 At Save Food Cut Waste, tips and tricks for mostly individuals are given. As seen in 
Chapter 2, individual household waste is one of the problems contributing towards food waste 
in Singapore. The ‘mission’ of Save Food Cut Waste is formulated as: “Save Food Cut Waste 
is a ground-up movement educating individuals, businesses and organisations in Singapore 
about the environmental and social impacts of food waste, and encouraging everyone to take 
action in reducing food waste (Save Food Cut Waste, 2015). For individuals, three sections 
are available: a pledge, a page with practical tips that are easy to apply in their daily lives, and 
a page with education on food waste. The pledge lets individuals sign up and subsequently 
their name appears in a list of people who have signed this pledge.  
The practical tips are basic tips to reduce food waste. The suggestions on reducing 
household food waste are divided into three sections: Grow and Buy, Cook and Eat and Give 
and Recycle (Save Food Cut Waste, 2015). Each of these sections highlights another two or 
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three practical suggestions. Grow and Buy has an emphasis on food sources: an informative 
part on where Singapore’s food is coming from, but also a small section on how to grow food 
at home. This is interesting as most Singaporeans do not have a garden at home, because they 
live in the high-rise HDB buildings. However, these buildings, as Singapore is a garden city, 
often do have community gardens. Therefore, Save Food Cut Waste also informs the reader 
about options to grow food in small spaces and encourages the reader to search or start a 
community garden where food could be grown. The last recommendation is one that may be 
used in everyday life – how to plan the grocery shopping. Making a weekly menu and a 
shopping list plus suggestions for mobile apps to do this are part of this section.  
The other sections are a combination of education and practical ideas. For example, 
under Cook and Eat, information is given on how to store food properly. In addition, tips on 
how to measure just enough food for yourself so there will not be any leftovers, but also on 
ordering small portions in restaurants or asking to bag the leftovers in a so-called doggybag. 
The Give and Recycle section is more complex, as the information given is about composting 
at home and creating garbage enzyme. Garbage enzyme is a cleaning vinegar made from fruit 
pulp and peels.  
For businesses, the page is still ‘in progress’. However, a few tips are given on food 
waste:  
 
Grow and buy 
Support Local Food 
Implement Proper Food Management Policies 
Accept Cosmetically Imperfect Food 
Improve Distribution and Storage 
 
Cook and Eat 
Have Menus With Smaller Portions 
Ensure Proper Storage And Refrigeration 
Improve Cooking Habits And Methods 
 
Give and recycle 
Sell Unsold Food At Discounts 
Give To Food Bank And Charities 
Start Food Composting 
Install Food Digestion System 
Explore Innovative Recycling Technologies (Save Food Cut Waste, 2015) 
 
Compared to the tips given in the presentation at the 3R seminar for hotels, these also are 
rather basic tips, completed with recycling technologies. It may be this simple for businesses 
just to pay attention to food waste, and think about what to do to reduce it.  
 Aside from tips, a blog is updated sporadically with news regarding food wastage in 
Singapore, and a section for recipes for leftovers is under construction. In conclusion, this 
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website is a complete guide with simple steps to educate and activate public to at least think 
about the food they waste. Again education on food and food waste is key of this website, but 
also tries to activate people to do something. Additionally, something that is interesting is 
again the section of Grow and Buy, where the website tries to reconnect the consumer with 
their food. 
 A second, almost identical initiative comes from SEC, which is an NGO focused on 
environmental issues, including food waste. At the end of 2014, they launched a campaign 
called ENVision (Singapore Environmental Council, 2015). ENVision is based on themes and 
values that are extracted from the Singaporean mind-set: Home, Community and City, but 
also Care, Ownership and Responsibility (Singapore Environment Council, 2014). As SEC 
puts it:  
Let’s Not Take Our Clean, Green and Safe City for Granted…  
Singapore is known as a clean, green and safe garden city. This is an achievement to treasure, 
with credit to our forefathers who had the courage and foresight to balance economic growth 
with environmental protection during our formative years.  
(…) 
As a nation we have benefitted from the foresight and commitment of our founding 
generations. It is now our responsibility to leave behind an environment that is better than what 
we inherited. We need to step up and make a stand in the region and in the world. While the 
journey ahead will be daunting, we can overcome the challenges when we work hand-in-hand. 
(Singapore Environment Council, 2014) 
 
As seen both in the quote as in the themes and values, this campaign is trying to use 
nationalistic sentiments to bring across their message. The ENVision campaign addresses 
several environmental issues: trash, haze, water availability and food waste. These issues are 
all closely related to specifically Singapore. Trash is closely related because of recycling and 
land shortage issues, as 
mentioned before. Haze is 
because of the poor air quality in 
Singapore, which has several 
causes, one of which is gas 
emissions. Water availability is 
specific for Singapore as it has 
no water resources of its own but 
uses water that is imported from 
Malaysia. SEC made a video 
addressing each of these issues, also with references to  Singaporean culture. The video on 
Image 10. Screenshot of the YouTube video on food waste by SEC. 
(SECSingapore, 2014) 
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food waste, is in Chinese, but with English subtitles (SECSingapore, 2014). It shows a plate 
full of food, and only hands that suggest someone is eating from the plate. After a few 
seconds, we see the hands going slower and pushing the food away. Then a voice is heard and 
the English text says “You have so much food left over, your future husband’s face will have 
pimples and pockmarks.” (SECSingapore, 2014). The food on the plate transforms to a scary 
looking face, captured in Image 10, a typical horror movie sound is playing and the face says 
“hey baby” (SECSingapore, 2014). After this, a black screen appears with white text that 
says: “People in Singapore wasted almost 800,000 tonnes of food in 2013. That’s a meal a 
day for every person for an entire year.” (SECSingapore, 2014) .After this, the full plate is 
back and we see the hands eating again. Then the Chinese speaking voice and English text 
have returned:  “Heard you have a new boyfriend? Can you get married quickly?” 
(SECSingapore, 2014). The plate is empty at the same time the voice stops speaking, and we 
see a picture of Greg Uttsada Panichkul, better known as Utt, a Thai-American VJ at MTV 
Asia. Utt winks. The white text on black background says: “Stop your mother’s nagging. Take 
only what you can finish.” (SECSingapore, 2014). This video is also very culturally engaging. 
First, the voice speaking Chinese, second, the text. For an outsider it may seem like an odd 
video, however, it certainly is not. It is true that parents say to their kids if they do not finish 
their plate, they will get an ugly spouse. Therefore, this video is not only informing people on 
food waste, it does touch upon a nostalgic feeling because of the use of the Chinese cultural 
saying. The use of the face of Utt, who is not in Singapore anymore, who is already 43 years 
old yet still considered handsome is not randomly chosen. The ENVision campaign therefore 
is smart and considerate of the vision of Singaporeans on food wastage and cleverly uses its 
culture to bring the message across.  
These campaigns are examples of is the growing awareness of food waste and the need 
to reduce it. Through education, sharing tips and using cultural values these organisations try 
to create this awareness and to get people involved through these campaigns. 
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5. Reusing food waste 
5.1 Charities 
Not only campaigns to educate and create awareness, but also the reuse of food waste is one 
of the categories of organisations that are involved in reducing food waste. Three main 
charities in Singapore use food that would otherwise go to waste, to provide the needy with 
food. These organisations, Willing Hearts, Food from the Heart and Food Bank Singapore all 
have different backgrounds and are all focusing on different parts of the food chain.  
An organisation that has its focus on the food consumption itself is Willing Hearts. 
This organisation, founded in 2005, has Christian roots and started out as an organisation that 
cooked meals for foreign workers (Willing Hearts, 2015). It is a soup kitchen that nowadays 
provides meals for around 3000 needy individuals every day. It accepts fresh food donations 
to cook with, such as vegetables, eggs or seafood. These foods, coming from hotels or 
individuals, would go to waste if Willing Hearts would not pick them up. However, Willing 
Hearts does not promote a message against food wastage, as it has its focus on providing 
cooked meals for the needy.  
An initiative that focuses on food packaging and not ready-cooked meals, is Food 
from the Heart. Food from the Heart, founded in 2003, is a Food Bank-like initiative. It 
collects food from small business, and started out with collecting left-over bread from 
bakeries (Food from the Heart, 2015). Individuals or other businesses can donate food as well. 
Food from the Heart assists over 5400 people through other beneficiaries and 31 self-
collection points. Individual students and their families are supported through the Food 
Goodie Bag. This Food Goodie Bag contains two litres of cooking oil, ten kilogrammes of 
rice, two cans of sardines, two cans of condensed milk, two cans of button mushrooms, three 
cans of baked beans, twenty sachets of cereal, 900 grams of Milo, a one kilogramme tin of 
biscuits, one kilogramme of sugar and 20 packets of instant noodles (Food from the Heart, 
2015). In their collaboration with NTUC Fairprice, which donated money and products, they 
reduce food waste through accepting food that is not sellable anymore, but is still wholesome 
(NTUC FairPrice, 2014) . Aside from the left-over bread collection, and the donations from 
NTUC FairPrice, Food from the Heart does not actively promote against or collect food that 
would otherwise be wasted.  
Food Bank Singapore is the initiative that actively seeks to send out a message to 
activate people to reduce their food waste. In the next section, a detailed look into this 
organisation will be established.  
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5.2 Food Bank Singapore 
The main case of an anti-food waste initiative in Singapore, is the Food Bank. Food banking 
is not unique to Singapore, because food banks are all around the world, 37 countries all 
around the world are connected to The Global Food Bank Community. However, every food 
bank is operating on its own. Therefore, a food bank in The Netherlands might work 
differently compared to a food bank in Singapore. However, there is a definition of food 
banking systems, made by The Global Food Bank Community: 
 
Food banking systems capture surplus food and deliver it to the people who need it most, and 
engage all sectors of society (governments, business, and civil society) in the process. Food 
banks acquire donated food, much of which would otherwise be wasted, from farms, 
manufacturers, distributors, retail stores, consumers, and other sources, and make it available to 
those in need through a network of community agencies. These agencies include school 
feeding programs, food pantries, soup kitchens, AIDS and TB hospices, substance abuse 
clinics, after-school programs, and other nonprofit programs that provide food to the hungry. 
(The Global Food Banking Network, 2015) 
 
 
This initiative started about 35 years ago in the United States. John van Hengel was 
volunteering in a soup kitchen (Feeding America, 2015). He started to notice that there should 
be a system to store food that would be discarded by stores or otherwise. Just like a bank 
stores money, this could store food for people to come collect food. He started ‘Feeding 
America’. This organisation grew to where food banks are now: a worldwide phenomenon. In 
the United States alone are over 250 food banks in 2002, often with multimillion budgets and 
each their own programmes (Cotugna & Beebe, 2002). It looks like an increase of food banks 
in countries that are considered rich goes hand in hand with eroding welfare states, for 
example in Canada (Riches, 2002), the United Kingdom (Lambie-Mumford, 2013) or the 
United States (Warshawsky, 2010). Furthermore, it seems as if these local food banks focus 
more on the demand side of providing some sort of food security to needy people, rather than 
on preventing food wastage and receiving food by campaigning against food wastage. The 
human right to food and hunger in first world countries is made into something for charities 
should fill the gaps for, but these food banks do not seem to make it into an issue of social 
policies and take these issues to a more political level (Riches, 2011). Therefore, they have a 
focus on the hunger rather than the other side of the coin, food wastage. In the research 
provided on these other countries it does not focus on how the local food banks gather their 
foodstuffs, thus it remains unclear where they receive their foods from. However, as seen 
globally, food banks are widely connected to corporate life (Riches, 2011). Companies such 
as Nestlé and Campbell Soups are connected to national food bank boards. Therefore, it 
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seems logical that these companies are somehow related to how these food banks gather their 
food supplies.  
A lot of food banks follow four steps (Warshawsky, 2010). The first step is the 
donation made by an institution or an individual. Second, the donated goods are transported to 
regional food banks. Here, the foodstuffs will be stored until they are ready to be handed out. 
This handing out is the fourth step: the food is brought to so-called food member associations 
(FMAs). These FMAs can be, for example, soup kitchens or shelters. However, every food 
bank and country has its own unique structure due to local factors. This is also the case in 
Singapore.  
Food Bank Singapore was founded in January 2012 (FoodXervices, 2015). The 
founders of food bank Singapore are Nichol and Nicholas Ng. They are the managing 
directors of FoodXervices. FoodXervices is a company that distributes foodstuff from 
producers to restaurants, hotels, etc. on their website, it is mentioned that Nicholas and Nichol 
found that in this step of the food chain, a lot of food was wasted. In addition, they found that 
even in rich Singapore there are people who are dependent on charities, and that they could 
make a difference. As Nichol puts it in a promotional film for Food Bank Singapore:  
 
Being in the food distribution business for 12 years already, I am seeing industry practices on 
food wastage and or the way we handle food and the scary amount of excess food that we 
actually have on the local context. Yet on the other hand we have been receiving a lot of 
requests for food donations as well. So we thought, let’s put some use to the excess food we 
have in the industry. And that is where we bit the bullet and we say let’s start a food bank in 
Singapore. (6xfilms Singapore, 2014) 
 
Therefore, in this case, owners of a corporate set up a food bank. These professionals already 
were aware in which part of the food chain there could be an opportunity to gather food that 
would have been wasted by big food producers, and bring it to use in the society of Singapore. 
Food Bank Singapore only distributes to beneficiaries, such as churches, boys’ homes or 
elderly homes. They redistribute it further to individuals. Sometimes they will cook the food, 
sometimes they will make food packages. When the food was distributed, a member of Food 
Bank Singapore explained that a good example of food loss in the Singaporean food chain 
would be wrongly labelled cans. These cans could have labels with the wrong product on it, 
or a wrong best before-date. Because it is more expensive to relabel the cans rather than to 
throw them away, the cans would be lost. Even if these companies would want to donate, for 
example a few pallets of white beans to charities, it would be too much for one beneficiary to 
receive. Therefore, for the can-company, it is too much of an effort to search for a beneficiary 
or multiple beneficiaries that can receive the cans. This is exactly where Food Bank Singapore 
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steps in, just like the first food bank did. However, a lot of attention is paid to the food 
wastage part. This attention is specially drawn to the contradiction of food wastage on one 
hand and hungry people in Singapore on the other hand. In addition, in the mission of Food 
Bank Singapore the emphasis on paying attention to the reduction of food wastage is notable: 
 
Mission 
 To bridge potential donors and members 
 To provide access to and knowledge of cheaper sources of food for members 
 To spread the word on the importance of food resource planning to ensure long 
term providence of food for everyone 
 To look at ways to reduce food wastage by giving food a new lease of life 
through creative and alternative ways (Food Bank Singapore, 2015) 
  
 
It is explicitly mentioned that reducing food wastage is one of the goals of Food Bank 
Singapore. 
The Food Bank Singapore works as a classic food bank. Food Bank Singapore has its 
office in the same building as FoodXervices, at a warehouse. It has five paid staff members, 
who are mostly trained in business. However, a few side notes could be made to the four steps 
(Warshawsky, 2010): the donation, the transportation to regional food banks, storage at the 
food bank and the redistribution to FMAs. 
Donations are made by food producing companies as mentioned above, but also other 
ways of donating are made possible by the food bank. Companies that do not have a relation 
to food production are allowed to donate through so-called bank boxes. In these bank boxes, 
people can donate unwanted non-perishable food. Food bank encourages people to clean out 
their kitchen cabinets and donate whatever they do not want or need. They can bring these 
items to work and put them in the bank box. In 2014, 20 corporations adopted these bank 
boxes (Pea, 2015). 
In addition to these bank boxes at corporates, Food Bank Singapore launched their 
Mega Bank Boxes on October 18, 2015. These boxes are placed in public spaces with the first 
one placed in City Square Mall. This makes it easier for individuals to donate their unwanted 
items. Of course, items will still be purchased for donation.  
The next option for donating is at food drives: in 2014, 27 schools and other 
organisations organised food drives for food bank (Pea, 2015). Here, the school organises an 
event where people can donate food. The school or organisation brought it to the food bank, 
or the food bank picked it up. 
 Another option for purchasing food items to donate are food bundles in the Bundle of 
Joy programme: companies or individuals can order bundles of food online that Food bank 
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buys and spread further to their beneficiaries. Some items such as noodles and rice are needed 
more than others such as sweets, so in this way Food Bank can give some more items that are 
needed and corporates have an easy way to donate. In 2014, a total of 4200 food bundles were 
donated (Pea, 2015). It is clear that Food Bank Singapore would like to make it as easy as 
possible to donate new or unwanted food. 
One thing that is different in the Singapore case, is the redistribution to regional food 
banks. Because Singapore is a small city-state, there is only one food bank. Therefore, this 
step is cut out of the four-step programme. Food that is donated is either brought to the food 
bank or if it is a small amount, drivers will come collect the donations with the food bank van. 
The Mega Bank Boxes are emptied by staff members or volunteers of food bank. However, 
large quantities of food are delivered to the storehouse. This is a small part of the larger 
FoodXervice storage facility.  
When the food items are delivered, they have to be sorted, counted and administrated 
in the computer system. This is all done by volunteers. If there is a bulk delivery, sorting and 
administration are not hard. However, if food donations from a food drive are brought in, it is 
more labour-intensive. Every single food item must be described to form a list. Is it canned? 
Is it meat? This way, an accurate list of the incoming food items can be compiled. In addition 
to categorising the food items, they need to be placed in the right place with other items from 
that category. All the different types of rice, instant noodle packages or cookies. Everything 
needs to be registered, replaced and checked if it is not expired.  
 After this work, the administration has to be put manually into a computer system. 
This way, the beneficiaries can choose the items they want to receive. If the lists from the 
beneficiaries are in, the volunteers package the assigned food items. After the packing, it 
needs to be registered again in the computer system. After this the boxes finally go into the 
food bank van and will be delivered to the beneficiaries. In addition, some beneficiaries come 
and pick up the food items themselves. However, not every beneficiary receives a food 
package every delivery. The whole process is labour-intensive, and every week an email is 
sent out to the volunteers. In this email the tasks that have to be fulfilled that week are listed 
and everybody can sign up to the task of their preference: driver, delivery assistant, 
administration, sorting, packing, etc. In addition to a vast team of individual volunteers, 
companies or schools can also sign up for team-building activity and help pack the donation 
packages. However, as we have seen, the weekly activities for the beneficiaries to receive the 
food items are not the only activities to meet the mission set by Food Bank Singapore.  
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Besides providing beneficiaries with food, Food Bank Singapore  has made it a key 
point to create awareness of food wastage. In addition to this awareness, it also has set a goal 
to reduce food wastage. These two points are seen in several projects.  
 The first project that needs further examination is Project X-pired. This project was a 
two-day weekend project at City Square Mall. At this event the first Mega Bank Box was 
launched. However, this was not the only happening at this event. The fundamental of this 
event was an art project. For this project, Food Bank Singapore collaborated with Edible Art 
Movement. This art collective originated in the UK, but recently also started in Singapore. 
With the philosophy of ‘We Art what we Eat’, they try to explore the interface of food and 
art. Six artists were asked to make art out of expired food.  
An eggshell statue, a cow from nacho chips, a map of Singapore made out of food 
items, photography of pasta without photo camera, half-rotten apples in resin, flower lamps 
from teabags and two art performances. One of the artists both did a performance and made 
the map of Singapore from food items. These art pieces were exposed in the middle of a 
square in the City Square Mall. Although it might seem a bit inscrutable to make art from 
food to create awareness for food wastage, the effect was interesting. People came with their 
children to take a look, and talked about the project. Because it was food that was expired and 
otherwise wasted, the message 
could be interpret as by creating 
art, attention could be drawn to 
food expiration and how much of 
food goes to waste because people 
do not want to eat it after the best 
before date on the packaging. All 
of the sculptures had a message to 
tell. For example, the apple 
sculpture as seen in image 11, 
made by Kenneth Lee, was made 
out of waste apples found at hotels: 
 
Assessing commercial perfection, the artist collects a series of waste apples over 30 days from 
hotels in Singapore. By order of increasing rates per night, casting and documenting their 
rotting process into a coffee table as an attempt to engage the audience/diners to interact in 
dialogue with realities that we otherwise turn a blind eye to; drawing parallels between luxury 
and food wastage. (Lee K. , 2015) 
 
Image 11. ‘Hotel apples’ by Kenneth Lee. Photo taken by Saskia 
Denneman, 14-10-2014. 
 
56 
In this art piece, the connection between food waste and the meaning of wasting food 
is directly made. The spotless apples at luxurious hotels are not edible anymore when 
wasted. This piece was the only piece that was sold at the event and therefore, it is an 
interesting example of how people apparently can be attracted to food waste. This 
piece of art shows how art can be a medium through which food waste can be made 
visible and discussable.  
However, the art pieces were not the only thing happening at this event. Food Bank 
Singapore’s vision for this event was to make it into a programme for families. For kids, there 
were some extra activities: creating their own art with expired food: food graffiti where 
children could glue pasta, cookies and other items to a wall. A can tree sculpture was made 
from cans with labels from food bank which had expired white beans in it. People could 
purchase these cans and place them in the sculpture. These activities were not particularly 
popular.  
The team behind Project X-pired had set up a stage. At this stage, not only was the 
Mega Bank Box was launched, but performances were held. Food bank asked beneficiaries to 
provide acts. This resulted in a mix of elderly dancing with pompoms, hiphop groups, singers, 
and bands. Between performances two presenters talked and tried to involve people by 
providing facts about food waste and food bank. 
 In the corner, a small photo booth setting was created, and people could purchase a 
photo for SGD 1. This photo booth had a backdrop of a plate of food and the hashtag 
#foodrescuesg and the slogan ‘do not bin it while you can still eat it’. Before the event 
weekend, Food bank Singapore asked their followers on Instagram to picture their example of 
food rescue and to put the hashtag and slogan below it. Food Bank Singapore printed these 
pictures and slogans and showed them at the event as a small, fun action to create awareness.  
 Next to these small activities, on the Saturday of the event, there was a cooked food 
buffet. People could buy tickets for SGD 15. Cooks from the Singapore Chefs Association 
had cooked with food that gets donated most frequently. Nasi lemak, sandwiches, desserts, the 
buffet was gigantic. This was quite remarkable, as buffets are accountable for a big part of 
food waste in Singapore, as seen in Chapter 4. However, some beneficiaries were invited as 
well to see what they could do with these food items they receive and of course to enjoy a 
meal. 
Food Bank Singapore also gives educational talks frequently. At schools, the team of 
Food Bank Singapore tries to engage the children in the problem of food wastage. By doing 
an interactive talk, playing a small game about food waste, the staff tries to educate the 
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children. Sometimes, these children come and visit the food bank and in addition to the talk 
the children assist in packaging or sorting. Going out in the field to educate and to show Food 
Bank Singapore is a big part of the time. Not only to children, but also to professionals such 
as in restaurants and hotels. Collaboration is an important factor in completing the mission of 
the food bank: ComCrop helped food bank at the farmers market by jarring foods that 
otherwise would have gone to waste, selling these jar goods and giving a workshop about 
jarring. The hotels and restaurants are reached through meetings, but also potential 
collaborations in the near future. 
As mentioned above, buffets are a vexation for the Food Bank Singapore. Therefore, 
in the future, food bank wants to expand their horizons and collaborate with hotels and 
restaurants. The major idea behind this new project is to set up a kitchen, where cooked food 
can be brought in from restaurants and hotels, reheated and repacked. After this the meals will 
be spread through the beneficiaries. However, due to strict regulations, in this stage of the 
project it is important to test the food in a laboratory and find a way to meet quality standards 
set by the government.  
 
All these projects that are set-up by the Food Bank Singapore anticipate the love that 
Singaporeans have for food and make them think about their habits. A perfect example is 
Project X-pired. Creating awareness in an artsy way, but with a buffet Singaporean style.  
Food Bank Singapore and the other two charities focus on the other side of food wastage: the 
people who do not have enough access to food, while others have too much food that goes to 
waste. They actually work with the food that otherwise would be wasted, and provide those 
who would otherwise have no access to this food. These charities take an active role in 
reusing food waste. 
In conclusion, there are some initiatives on preventing food wastage in Singapore. 
However, it seems as if these initiatives are all just starting up. Looking at the charities, which 
were all only started in the past 15 years, the balance between abundance and shortage is 
made visible in Singapore. With the other campaigns actively trying to create awareness and 
taking initiative in their own organisations to reduce food wastage, there seems to be a will to 
actually reduce food wastage in Singapore. However, to activate individuals is another step to 
be taken.  
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Conclusion  
In this thesis, I have investigated food waste in Singapore, the reasons behind it and the 
actions that have recently been undertaken to remedy the situation. Worldwide, 1.3 billion 
tons of food that is meant for human consumption is wasted. The wastage of food contributes 
to global problems such as greenhouse gas emmisions, water shortage and economic and 
social inequality. Economic and social issues as result of food waste are for example the 
farmer may not be able to sell everything, and the consumer who waste food wastes money 
because food that is wasted could have been eaten.  
 In Singapore, approximately 788.600 tonnes of food was wasted in 2014, according to 
their National Environment Agency. Its neighbours, Indonesia and Malaysia, do not waste as 
much per capita: Indonesia approximately 315 kg per capita per year and Malaysia 
approximately 177 kg of food per capita per year. However, in Indonesia the production phase 
is included in this 315kg, and in Malaysia this 177 kg of food waste is only coming from the 
consumption phase of the food chain. As Singapore produces only a fraction of the food 
destined for consumption, production phase food waste will not make up a large share of the 
total food waste. Therefore, Singapore wastes more, in comparison with Malaysia and 
Indonesia.  
 Reasons for this large-scale food wastage could be found in the food culture of 
Singapore. Because Singapore gained independence in 1965 after a period of several 
colonisations, the government needed to create an identity and imagined community. Food 
seemed became a way to connect people. Hawkers who were once vending on the street were 
moved inside hawker centres. Indian stalls would be located next to Malay stalls, everyone 
could eat their own dish while sitting together at a table. At kopitiams this was even more 
apparent, because only simple neutral dishes were served men came together to chat and 
gamble. Because Singapore has experience an outrageous growth towards the modern city it 
is nowadays, old buildings and places are non-existent. Therefore, food  began to function as 
a connection to the past, generating a feeling of nostalgia: one cannot visit places that were 
important for their ancestors, but one can eat their dishes. In addition to separate dishes for 
separate ethnic groups, the dishes mixed with each other and became Singaporean signature 
dishes which are eaten by all.  
Because Singapore does not have any resources of itself, it needed income. Lee Kuan 
Yew picked the Confucian value of ‘family’ as one of the main values to base Singaporean 
society on. Through this family, care for each other and for the ‘home’ should arise. To create 
a home to all, among other things, clean and green Singapore was set-up. By being luxurious 
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and clean, foreign investors were supposed to instant like Singapore and to be impressed by 
the way Singapore is organised, and by this gain confidence that Singapore is the right 
business partner. However, the government took care of a big share of this cleaning and 
greening of Singapore. Through education campaigns, the government tries to shape the 
behaviour of the Singaporeans. However, through this cleanliness, it may have been pushed a 
bit too far. As Singaporeans have a preference for cleanliness now, this may be reflected in 
the amount of food waste. Food that does not look good anymore is discarded. Abundance is 
huge in supermarkets.  
Nevertheless, these supermarkets do take responsibility for food waste, in particular 
NTUC FairPrice. This chain of supermarkets all over Singapore has a programme set up to 
reduce their food waste. They donate excess food to Food from the Heart and sell trimmed 
fruit and vegetables that otherwise would go to waste for discount prices. 
 In the service sector, the government tries to make a change as they have introduced 
awards and budget for improvements in food waste reduction. Hotels and restaurants share 
tips, but still waste a lot.  
In contrast to existing companies, new social enterprises arise to contribute to 
sustainable food. Rooftop farm ComCrop provides local food, but also tries to make the 
connection between food and Singaporeans again, so they know how much energy is used 
before the food reaches their plates. Through this connection, people might be more aware of 
what they actually waste if they throw away food. Other educational initiatives that try to 
reduce food waste are Save Food Cut Waste by Green Future Solutions which has set up an 
informing campaign and the Singapore Environmental Council that has introduced food waste 
into the ENVision campaign through a video. 
Charities on food waste are the fourth stakeholder who want to reduce food waste. 
Food from the Heart, Willing Hearts and Food Bank Singapore reuse food waste and 
redistribute leftovers to needy people in Singapore. Food Bank has only started in 2012, 
which shows the new need for these organisations. Food Bank targets especially food waste to 
create awareness for both needy people and the abundance of food in Singapore.  
 
In conclusion, reasons for Singaporeans to waste food may be found in the love for food, 
abundance through wealth and the fear of aesthetic unattractive food. The government has a 
role in this as through the clean image of Singapore they stimulate these fears, and through 
promoting Singapore as a wealthy country, abundance is stimulated.  
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 Paradoxically, this clean and green image is also the image that makes the government 
care about food waste. through stimulation of reduction of food waste on several levels in 
Singaporean society, it seems as if the wind may turn. Supermarkets become aware, slowly 
restaurants and hotels follow. New companies arise and specifically food waste is targeted. 
Charities try to close the gap between abundance and needy people in Singapore. Thus, the 
current situation in Singapore is alarming, but there are initiatives to combat this current 
status. The government could try to stimulate these organisations and through this 
organisations stimulate individuals to reduce their waste, as Evans suggests that organisations 
influence the individual in consumption more rather than the government (Evans, 2014). 
Discussion 
This thesis is just a starting point, as I tried to give an image of food waste in the Singaporean 
society. More reliable research should be done. In this thesis, reasons suggested for wasting 
food are based on observations. However, these reasons should be tested further. For 
example: what are the reasons for individuals to waste food? In-depth interviews could be 
conducted, or a large scale survey. However, not only individuals citizens: hawkers could be 
interviewed about  their habits of buying and selling, and about recycling of their foods and 
the amount of food waste produced. In addition restaurants and hotels should be researched. It 
would be interesting to find out what people motivates to reduce their food wastage. On a 
larger scale, research in Malaysia and Indonesia would be interesting. How do these countries 
relate to Singapore and are there different motivations for reducing or producing food waste? 
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